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Presentation by Robin Harris – Lessons of the Fall of Communism, Zagreb, 4 December 2009
Much of this Conference has consisted of telling the truth about the past, as the basis for a better future. I want to continue that theme of truth – first by looking at what the Cold War was about, and second by considering the legacy of communism.

But first something about Lech Walesa, with us today.

Very few people make history and transform the better the lives of millions and live long enough to tell the rest of us just how it was done. But President Walesa happily falls into that category.

I have spent many years of my life working with another great mover and shaker of events, Margaret Thatcher. They are not like the rest of us. These people have the single-mindedness, courage and insight to seize the historic moment when others would have missed it, and by doing so they change the world. 

Margaret Thatcher first met Lech Walesa in 1998 on a famous visit to Poland at the height of that year’s crisis for Solidarity. I was not with her but I have often heard her talk of it. Those who were fighting the Cold War for the cause of liberty in the West had all too few opportunities to meet in the flesh and on their own territory those who were fighting for the same cause behind the Iron Curtain.

What struck Mrs Thatcher above all – and what she warned General Jaruzelski he must take with deadly seriousness – was the reality of this mighty combination of patriotism and faith she found in the Gdansk Shipyard. And she also found an inspired leadership in the form of this remarkable man. She came back from Poland, not knowing, of course, just when communism would fall, but convinced that it could not long withstand the spirit of the Polish people. And as usual she was right.

But there is more to be said about that. The Cold War was a real War. The War was Cold in Europe but not in Asia, Africa, the Middle East or South America. There the two superpowers, usually working through surrogates, engaged in a mortal struggle for advantage. 
It’s often said that the Soviet system and the Soviet Union “imploded”. If that means that the system carried within itself the seeds of its final destruction – well and good. If, though, it means that the implosion was bound to happen, let alone bound to happen when and as it did – then that is false.
Ronald Reagan’s National Security Adviser, Dick Allen, tells of his first meeting with the then Governor of California. Towards the end of the discussion, Reagan said that he had been giving a lot of thought to the Cold War, and he’d decided how it should end – said Reagan : “We win. They lose”.

And this is what eventually happened. The Cold War didn’t end in a compromise. It didn’t end in the “convergence” of two opposing systems that Left wing commentators in the West were predicting. No. It ended in the total victory by one superior system, based upon the primacy of the human person, over another inferior one, based upon the primacy of the state.
The celebrations surrounding the fall of the Berlin Wall have to a certain extent concealed this truth. The Wall was an abomination. It symbolised the imprisonment of the human spirit. But the real abomination was communism itself. 
Communism was not defeated in Germany. Through much of the Cold War period a major worry in NATO and the West was German neutralism. With half of the Germans held hostage by the Eastern bloc, that was a real possibility. Germany could have been re-united in either of two directions. It was only reunited as it was, from West to East, because the Cold War had been won already. 
How did this happen, and what we can learn from it? 

Communism was a failure from the time it was first imposed on Russia by a Bolshevik coup in 1917. But it took seventy more years to collapse.
It fell only when the West stopped bailing it out with money and know how and confronted it. Under Ronald Reagan’s leadership that finally happened. Reagan, supported by allies like Margaret Thatcher and Helmut Kohl, threw the whole revived economic, technological and military might of the United States into the struggle. That, and that alone, brought the Wall tumbling down when and as it did, without a shot being fired. 

Please note. Mikhail Gorbachev didn’t end the Cold War. Gorbachev remained a communist, by his own profession, even after the coup of 1991. His declared aim from the day he took office to the day he left it was to reform and strengthen communism, so that it could hold onto its gains - not surrender them. Gorbachev deserves real credit – but for what he didn’t do. He didn’t use force to try to suppress the revolt of 1989. But losing a war peacefully is not at all the same as winning it.
We now know from what former Soviet high officials – though not Gorbachev – have said, that two events were crucial. First, there was NATO’s deployment of Cruise and Pershing Missiles in 1983 in the face of Soviet threats and agitation at home by those accurately described by Lenin as “useful idiots”. Second, there was the Strategic Defence Initiative. SDI was something the Soviets could not match, that they couldn’t afford, and that they no longer dared challenge by other military means. So Reagan’s dream became reality and with it the dreams of millions of anti-communists behind the Iron Curtain. 
It should be obvious what follows fro  this. Security comes first. NATO didn’t exactly win the Cold War – that was done by a few determined Western leaders and the courageous dissidents– but NATO certainly guarantees the Cold War victory now. 
I am constantly astonished at how little notice is taken in Croatia of the country’s newly acquired NATO membership. You were lucky to get it when you did, before the Georgian crisis last year split the Alliance and left even hawks looking timid. Article Five of the North Atlantic Treaty is the single most important guarantee of Croatia’s security. This means that you should never let the application of that Article be fudged when the territory of any other NATO state is threatened. You have a long term potential Islamist terror problem brewing in the region. You have the Republika Srpska openly planning to break away. You have plenty of scope for Moscow and Belgrade to make trouble. Croatia should assert its NATO credentials whenever possible – standing out like Poland in its willingness to deploy forces on NATO missions. Croats, like Poles, are excellent soldiers and the best way to assert your rights within NATO is to risk sacrifices – something the Croats have often shown they are willing to do.
NATO must remain strong and united if it is to be effective and be taken seriously by our enemies. These enemies are powerful, some declared, some undeclared. Peace and freedom now as in the Cold War years depend on strong defence.
Unfortunately, NATO is now split by competing views about how it should operate. Germany, France (now in the lead), and others want to develop the European pillar into a free standing, independent structure. The US is prepared to go along at the moment too, because it hopes that the Europeans will finally commit a higher proportion of national wealth to the defence effort, and so reduce America’s burden.

That will not happen. In the decade since the European Security and Defence Policy has been in existence European countries have cut not increased their defence spending. The ESDP is a waste of time, a showcase for politics not a means of effective intervention. 

This reflection also bears more generally on Europe.

The European idea was an important element in encouraging opponents of communism behind the Iron Curtain during the Cold War years. The sense of having been cut off from their European identity, from the legacy of liberal culture and from their Christian roots reinforced the dissidents in their desire to re-embrace the West.
But the European Common Market itself – or European Union  as it now is – had no significant part in winning the Cold War, nor was it expected to have. International bureaucracies like that with dominates the EU are always essentially pacific and lethargic in the face of crisis. Croatia remembers this still from its independence struggle – the moment declared by Jacques Poos, Prime Minister of Luxembourg, as the “Hour of Europe”. Less well known perhaps is that Jacques Delors in 1990 – after the fall of the Berlin Wall – was pressing the European leaders to declare their support for the existing frontiers of the Soviet Union i.e. forcing the illegally seized Baltic States to remain under Moscow’s rule. 
There are arguments for and against Croatia’s joining the European Union. On balance – though only on balance – the arguments “for” seem to me to be stronger. I would just say that there is no point in rushing the process if it requires yielding essential interests or creating a confusion of enacted but unimplemented rules and regulation. And I should certainly counsel realism. The European Union offers no solutions now, any more than it offered solutions during the Cold War years, to the great problems facing the world. It can a little good – by bringing in new members. It can do a certain amount of harm – by setting them destabilising conditions of entry. But now, as in the past, it is for nation states to practise freedom according to their own interests and traditions, and it is for the over-arching NATO guarantees to let them do so. That seems a model that is well suited to Croatia – which has emerged so recently from the failed, artificial, multi-national entity that was Yugoslavia.
That brings me to my second point – which is the legacy of communism.
I am not sure when people stopped believing in the original doctrines of Marxism-Leninism. I am not even sure whether more than a few fanatics ever did believe in them. But communism quickly assumed the form of a power structure within which certain vested interests were accommodated and which also appealed to certain low traits of human nature. It thus became a political and social – though also anti-social – reality. The ideology according to which it legitimised its predatory activity was manifestly, demonstrably wrong. Wrong about the role of private property. Wrong about the economic process. Wrong about the allegedly fragile ties of family, faith and nation. Wrong ultimately, and fatally, about human nature itself. 
Yugoslavia was not the Soviet Union. But it was in a different way an equally classic case of illusion – an artificial state, enjoying contrived prestige, and based on a make-believe economy. 
The bloody collapse of Yugoslavia then added to the confusion about why the old system had failed. It was easy to pretend that nationalist extremism had destroyed a sound structure. But the truth is that the social, economic and spiritual bankruptcy of communism had permitted, and even encouraged, the primitive demons to reassert their sway. 

Precisely because communism by the time of its collapse was largely devoid of positive content – perhaps more so in Yugoslavia than elsewhere – its legacy is identifiable now, not in outright socialism but, rather, in negative reactions to essential features of a functioning, free society. Many people in Croatia are, for example, still intensely suspicious of market forces, incentives, profits, and the reward of talent. They often seem to feel safer with government intervention, dependence on welfare, extensive regulation and high taxes – in short with the promotion of an agenda of equality rather than of opportunity, even though the result is lower living standards for all. This outlook is a dead weight on Croatia today.
But it is also, I believe, evident at the level of values. In all the countries making the transition to capitalism there is a degree of social disorientation. This doesn’t by and large stem from capitalism itself. It is, rather, a kind of  materialistic nihilism, in which nothing matters except immediate, selfish, self-fulfilment. 
One manifestation of this is corruption, which is much in the news. All transition economies have experienced it. It is a particular problem in Croatia because of the War, and because Government as a whole is too pervasive and intrusive, which encourages kick-backs. But it also stems from a wider ethos, where moral responsibility is undervalued.
This crass materialism is, in fact, an attitude far closer to socialism than may be thought. For while capitalism provides the conditions, socialism provides the cause. Socialism is based on a zero-sum view both of economics and of life - my gain is your loss, and vice-versa. In a closed economy and society this is, indeed, the case. Everything is a struggle of all against all, the ultimate atomistic Hell that the Left so often, and so wrongly, describe free enterprise as being. 

In a free and open system, though, it is possible for people to compete with one another while advancing the general not just their individual welfare. Moreover, the distinctive Western Christian culture, from which both the free society and the free economy grew, itself provides internalised rules by which free people can live their lives. These norms, and the virtues required to live up to them, stem from a fully integrated and ultimately satisfying view of the human person. That view was rejected by communism, and it is now combated by the children of communism who, whatever their party label, believe that Man alone is master of the universe and answerable only to himself.

Communism’s distinguished clerical victims, like Cardinal Slipy of Ukraine and Cardinal Mindszenty of Hungary would understand that attitude perfectly. And so would your Blessed Alojzije Stepinac, Cardinal Archbishop of Zagreb, whose tomb is so close to us here. Stepinac expressed himself with characteristic bluntness in a letter written under house arrest: “Srz komunizma je borba protiv Boga”. “The core of communism is the struggle against God”. He might have added that, always and everywhere, faith is at the heart of the struggle against communism.
One way to ensure that the struggle is definitively won – that communism’s legacy is purged at the psychological, not just the political level – is to tell the truth about what it was and did, expose for what they are the remains of its legacy, and so shame or re-educate those who wittingly or unwittingly prolong it. 
