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Stefan Auer 

Revolutions for Europe 

The Legacy of 1989 

The• process of European integration brought about radical 

changes for contemporary Europe. The definition of na-

tional sovereignty changed dramatically, and the boundaries 

of nation-states began to lose importance. The systems of 

governance within the member states had to accommodate 

the demands of “ever-closer” economic and political inte-

gration, which in turn gave rise to a new type of polity at the 

European level. European Union enlargement is intensifying 

these processes and thus working towards a final end to 

Cold War divisions. In many ways, this should fulfil the 

goals of the original project of European unification, 

namely, overcoming the legacy of the Second World War. 

Measured against these results, the changes wrought by

the process of European integration may seem revolution-

ary (and as in any revolution worthy of the name, it is 

hoped that these accomplishments will be enshrined in a 

new European constitution). Yet in other respects, it ap-

pears inappropriate to speak of a revolution when discuss-

ing the EU. This new political entity may be both “unset-

tled and unsettling”,
1
 but it is not revolutionary when one 

considers the way these far-reaching changes were imple-

mented: They were the result of negotiations not fighting 
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in the streets. They were introduced rather cautiously, 

step-by-step, by elites intent on preventing radical changes 

in the existing political order from upsetting political 

stability on the continent. 

This is reminiscent of other revolutions that do not qualify 

fully as revolutions: those in Central Europe in 1989. This 

is one reason why the EU would do well to seek inspira-

tion in the ideas and ideals that guided people in the com-

munist bloc during their struggle for liberty and the rule of 

law. Another reason is more straightforward: EU enlarge-

ment can only succeed if it also builds on the experiences 

of those nations that are to become its new members.  

A number of key concepts developed by dissident intellec-

tuals in Central and Eastern Europe during their struggle 

against communism are still relevant to contemporary 

Europe. This statement is so obvious that it would need no 

further justification were it not for the fact that the legacy

of 1989 has not (yet?) found a suitable place within the 

broader European context. More often than not, the legacy

of 1989 is either ignored or misunderstood.  

Strange revolutions 

The revolutions of 1989 do not fit easily into any precon-

ceived notion of revolutionary change in Europe. These 

were “self-limiting” revolutions in which there was very 

little or no violence, no radical break with the past and very

little or no revenge exacted on those responsible for injus-

tices under the old regime. The exact opposite of the revolu-

tionary regime change orchestrated by communists after the 

Second World War, the revolutions of 1989 were marked by 

constraint, not radicalism. They were, as Gale Stokes ob-

served, “revolutionary in the negative sense that they in-
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terred any realistic hope that the teleological experiment in 

the use of human reason to transform society in its entirety 

might succeed”.
2
 In this way, they undermined the revolu-

tionary tradition usually traced back to the French Revolu-

tion, which was driven by the belief that radically new ideas 

would yield radically improved societies.  

The dissident intellectuals in Poland, Czechoslovakia and

Hungary who were catapulted into positions of leadership 

during these revolutions were very unlikely revolutionar-

ies by any standard. The likes of Václav Havel in Czecho-

slovakia, Adam Michnik in Poland and György Konrád in 

Hungary saw their struggle against the omnipotent com-

munist state as an “anti-political” struggle for authenticity, 

not a struggle for political power. Accordingly, they were 

reluctant to ally themselves with clearly defined ideologi-

cal positions. Instead, they appealed to a set of basic hu-

man values, assuming that a regime built on hypocrisy, 

greed and conformism could be defeated by truthfulness 

and a sense of basic human decency, that is to say, Havel’s 

notion of “living in truth”.
3

These may have been noble ideas, but to many western 

observers, they seemed antiquated and unsuitable to serve 

as the basis for a coherent and clearly formulated political 

program. Thus dissident intellectuals and their ideas re-

ceived little scholarly attention before and (not even) after 

the collapse of communism. As Winfried Thaa observed,  

even though terms like truth and falsehood, au-

thenticity and social schizophrenia became crucial

points of reference for dissidents under Soviet rule

from the beginning of the 1970s, they were largely

ignored by students of communism in the West.
4
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Western academia’s neglect of intellectual developments 

among Central and Eastern Europe’s dissident intellectuals 

was even easier to justify after the collapse of commu-

nism. There was not much to study, so the argument went, 

given that the revolutions of 1989 did not yield any new 

ideas. Jürgen Habermas, for example, identified as early as 

1990 “a peculiar characteristic of this revolution, namely 

its total lack of innovative, future-oriented ideas”.
5
 Against 

this background, the most plausible explanation for the 

revolutions of 1989 was to see it as a “catch up revolu-

tions” revolutions that simply allowed societies behind the 

former iron curtain to catch up with the rest of Europe in 

its never-ending march towards modernity. 

1989 and theories of modernization 

The catch-up interpretation had the great advantage of 

assimilating the experience of 1989 into the narratives of 

European history based on theories of modernization.

Although most observers rejected Francis Fukuyama’s 

thesis regarding “the end of history” as too simplistic, they

were more inclined to see 1989 as the culmination of the 

historic processes triggered by the French Revolution. 

While 1789 marks the birth of modernity, 1989 brings 

Europe to maturity. By this account, European civiliza-

tion’s path towards ever-greater progress was merely 

interrupted by the tragic accidents of Nazism and commu-

nism. A typical assessment is that of François Furet, who 

believed that the revolutions of 1989 were imbued with: 

the famous principles of 1789 with a certain fresh-

ness and with renewed universality. As we begin 

to close the long and tragic digression that was the 
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Communist illusion, we find ourselves more than

ever confronted by the great dilemmas of democ-

racy as they appeared at the end of the 18th cen-

tury, expressed by ideas and by the course of the 

French Revolution.
6

Furet’s view is not unjustified, and it resonates with the 

views of some actors from the 1989 revolutions. György

Konrád, for example, noted that their timing was “an 

edifying coincidence, one might say: a homage, at a re-

move of two hundred years, to the revolution that first 

proclaimed the civil rights of the individual”.
7

In fact, the 

most popular slogan of these revolutions, “the return to 

Europe”, could be seen as an invocation of the principles 

usually associated with the French Revolution’s legacy: 

the ideals of freedom, equality and fraternity.
8

The poverty of theories of modernization 

However: Relying on theories of modernization and the

French Revolution as the exclusive paradigm of radical 

political change obscures some unique features of the 

Central European revolutions. These theories focus on 

abstract historical forces and are hence ill equipped to deal 

with the impact of those imponderable factors that make 

societal change such a fascinating (and unpredictable) 

subject of inquiry: the role of personalities and their ideas, 

the role of cultural and political identities and so on. More 

generally, theories of modernization add little to our un-

derstanding of the possibilities for challenging repressive 

political structures from within. It is telling that, even 

though most adherents of theories of modernization failed 
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to predict communism’s collapse, the theory is cited – in 

hindsight – as the most plausible explanation for the “in-

evitability” of this collapse.
9

Moreover, 1989 invalidated (or at least discredited) one of 

the defining principles of 1789: that principle extolled by

revolutionary leaders and thinkers from Robespierre 

through Lenin to Žižek, namely, that radical societal 

change is only possible through violent struggle.
10

 The 

reluctant “revolutionaries” in Central Europe refused to 

accept that revolutionary violence should be used (and 

justified) as a liberating force. In this way, the 1989 revo-

lutions in Central Europe mark the end of the revolution-

ary tradition that saw the 1789 French Revolution as its 

defining paradigm.
11

1989: the year of conservative revolutions? 

Paradoxically then, one of the most interesting innovations 

of 1989 was that it did not bring about a set of daring, new 

ideas to function as a blueprint for a brave, new society. If 

anything, they were backward looking and in that sense 

even conservative. This, however, pace Žižek (and any 

other contemporary political theorists who bemoan the

decline of revolutionary spirit) is the key to understanding 

the success of these revolutions. Historically speaking, it 

would not have been unusual if these revolutions had 

failed. It is their success that is remarkable, and this calls 

for an explanation.
12

These revolutions were generally so 

successful precisely because they were unoriginal and 

backward-looking.
13

Ironically, the term that would possibly better describe the 

events of 1989 is “revolution” in its original meaning: a 
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return to an earlier state of affairs. This is the kind of 

revolutionary change defended by critics of the French 

Revolution such as Edmund Burke. Burke’s famous rebut-

tal of the French Revolution’s ideologically inspired vio-

lent excesses strongly resonates with the key concepts put 

forward by Central Europe’s dissident intellectuals: the 

concept of a “self-limiting revolution”, the idea of a “re-

turn to normality” and the ideals of an ethical civil society 

and “anti-politics”. 

The lessons of 1789  

Ever since Burke published Reflections on the Revolution in 

France,
14

 proponents of revolutionary change aimed at 

delivering (instantly) both liberty and equality had to con-

front one of the fundamental dilemmas of liberal democ-

racy: Democracy can destroy liberty. Thinkers as different 

as Alexis de Tocqueville, John Stuart Mill, Lord Acton, 

Hannah Arendt and more recently Fareed Zakaria,
15

 speak-

ing from differing vantage points, have warned against the 

danger of mob rule supplanting rule of law. This was the 

problem of “the tyranny of the majority”.  

This lesson was well understood by Central Europe’s 

dissident leaders. Consider Michnik’s comments on the 

virtues of democracy:  

Democracy is not identical with freedom. Democ-

racy is freedom written into the rule of law. Free-

dom in itself, without the limits imposed on it by

law and tradition, is a road to anarchy and chaos – 

where the right of the strongest rules.
16
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This is not to say that the post-communist nations of Central 

Europe can rest assured in the viability of their newly estab-

lished liberal democracies, but measured against historical 

precedents, the revolutions of 1989 were remarkably suc-

cessful in laying the groundwork for liberty under the rule 

of law. This result was no accident, as it corresponded with 

the conscious efforts of crucial actors to implement revolu-

tionary change virtually without a revolution. In this sense, 

it is appropriate to call the events of 1989 in Central Europe 

“anti-revolutionary revolutions”,
17

 “revolutions under the 

rule of law”,
18

 or – to put it provocatively – conservative 

revolutions in the Burkean sense of the word. 

1688 and 1776, not 1789 

Burke himself can in fact be seen as a defender of the 

ideals of liberty (if not equality) and a certain kind of 

revolutionary change, which he saw best embodied in 

Britain’s Glorious Revolution of 1688 (though he did not 

call it that). As the full title of Burke’s seminal work 

indicates, there was another dimension to his critique of 

the French Revolution, one oft neglected in discussions

about modern revolutions. This added dimension was his 

concern with protecting the British revolution’s achieve-

ments.
19

 Thus Burke’s insights can also help us understand 

the unique nature of 1989 by giving us alternative points 

of reference such as the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and 

the American Revolution of 1776. As Krishan Kumar 

noted in a reference to both the aims and the methods of 

all these revolutions, there are some revealing similarities 

between 1989, 1776 and 1688: “If the 1989 revolutions 

were about democracy, constitutions, citizenship, the rule 
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of law, the protection of individual rights and the creation 

of a pluralist civil society, it is hardly possible to think of 

more suitable parallels than the English and American 

Revolutions”.
20

For example, Tocqueville’s somewhat idealized represen-

tation of the American Revolution as the kind of revolu-

tion that “contracted no alliance with the turbulent pas-

sions of anarchy, but whose course was marked, on the 

contrary, by a love of order and law”
21

 could be applied to 

1989. In 1776, as in 1989, “revolutionary” leaders were 

aware of the dangers of a radical break with the past and 

thus opted for a “self-limiting revolution” in which the 

spirit of innovation was tempered by a concern for politi-

cal stability. Along these lines, Michnik argued, “Solidar-

ity has never had a vision of an ideal society. It wants to 

live and let live. Its ideals are closer to the American 

Revolution than to the French”.
22

 Similarly, Burke’s ac-

count of the Revolution of 1688, which was focused on 

the attempt to preserve “antient indisputable laws and 

liberties”,
23

 can be related to the notion of a “return to 

normality” in the countries of Central Europe. When 

Czechs, Poles, Slovaks and Hungarians shed their oppres-

sive regimes, they believed (rightly or wrongly) that they

were simply reclaiming their ancient liberties.  

Accepting this view of 1989 could lead to a re-evaluation 

of the historical precedents of revolutionary change that 

Arendt called for many years ago. She bemoaned the fact 

that intellectuals in the West were so infatuated by the 

legacy of the French Revolution that they were inclined to 

see all other events, including the American Revolution, 

through the prism of 1789: 
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The sad truth of the matter is that the French 

Revolution, which ended in disaster, has made 

world history, while the American Revolution, so 

triumphantly successful, has remained an event of 

little more than local importance.
24

The American Revolution, according to Arendt, was more 

successful than its French counterpart in opening up new

opportunities for citizens to become actively involved in 

politics as equals under the rule of law. By focusing on 

political liberty rather than issues of social equality, the 

American Revolution created space for authentic political 

engagement. As Thaa demonstrated, the revolutions of 

1989 can be seen as a late vindication of Arendt’s attempt

to challenge the dominant concept of revolution in Europe 

with a “concept of revolution that does not seek the radical 

overthrow of the societal order, but rather, orientated on 

the American model, aims primarily at a renewal of politi-

cal space”.
25

 At any rate, both revolutions, 1776 as well as 

1989, can be described as self-limiting revolutions.  

Self-limiting revolutions 

The idea of a self-limiting revolution emerged partly as a 

pragmatic response to a new geopolitical situation in 

Central and Eastern Europe. After a series of unsuccessful

revolts against Soviet-style, authoritarian communist 

regimes (in 1953 in Germany, 1956 in Hungary and Po-

land and 1968 in Czechoslovakia), it became clear that 

significant political change in Central Europe was impos-

sible so long as the Soviet Union was determined to main-

tain control over its satellite states. Yet the actions of 
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Central Europe’s reluctant revolutionaries were guided not 

only by these pragmatic considerations. Just as important,

if not more so, was their conviction that they had to exer-

cise restraint in their political struggle, so as to prevent

“the very negative experiences of all unlimited social 

revolutions of the Jacobin-Bolshevik type”.
26

 They were 

also convinced that the “post-totalitarian” communist 

regimes could have been challenged from within by peace-

ful means, if only enough people were determined to defy

them. This was the reasoning behind Havel’s seminal 

essay “The Power of the Powerless”, in which he rejected 

the use of violence inspired by dogmatic ideologies: 

“dissidents” tend to be sceptical about political 

thought based on the faith that profound social 

changes can only be achieved by bringing about 

(regardless of the method) changes in the system 

or in the government, and the belief that such 

changes – because they are considered “fundamen-

tal” – justify the sacrifice of “less fundamental” 

things, in other words human lives. Respect for a 

theoretical concept here outweighs respect for hu-

man life. Yet this is precisely what threatens to en-

slave humanity all over again.
27

Michnik was even more direct in rejecting the ideal of 

revolutionary violence associated with the French Revolu-

tion: “to believe in overthrowing the dictatorship of the 

party by revolution is both unrealistic and dangerous”, he 

argued, because “those who use force to storm present-day

Bastilles are likely to build bigger and worse Bastilles”.
28

Consequently, opposition leaders were willing to restrain 

themselves in their exercise of power even after the actual 
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collapse of communism. They made considerable efforts 

to maintain “the fiction of legal continuity with a past 

without legality”.
29

 Andrew Arato noted that this is one of 

the remarkable legacies of 1989. “It is the great contribu-

tion”, he writes, “of the Central and East European strug-

gle for legality in the midst of radical transformation that, 

even without inherited republican institutions, the new can 

be built without total rupture with the past”.
30

The anti-communist revolutionaries were prepared to 

make deals with their former communist foes, because 

they feared the alternative would lead to chaos and anar-

chy. These actors “were trying at all times to promote a 

revolution without a revolution”.
31

Not only dissident 

intellectuals but ordinary men and women on the street 

wished to avoid a complete revolution in the traditional 

sense. They wanted simply a “return to normality”.
32

Return to “normality” 

The notions of a return to “normality” or a return to 

Europe may have been very ambiguous,
33

 but they reso-

nated with a vast majority of the people. Many Czechs, 

Poles, Slovaks and Hungarians simply desired to restore a 

sense of normality after the “foolish experiment” of com-

munism. That this “normality” was equated with securing 

lifestyles thought to be characteristic of established de-

mocracies in the West, and that this “normality” was 

significantly removed from Central Europe’s present or 

past experience did not prevent the region’s peoples from 

seeing their return to “normality” as natural. It was their 

return to a past that (may have) never existed. As the

Polish sociologist Jerzy Jedlicki wryly remarked, Poland 
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has always been returning to Europe, although it has never 

actually been there.
34

 Yet it is precisely due to this percep-

tion that it was possible for Poles, Czechs, Slovaks and

Hungarians to see their struggle for liberty as being in line 

with the best elements of their national traditions.
35

 To use 

Burke’s terminology, the nations of Central Europe re-

claimed their own ancient liberties. In this way, the notion 

of a return to normality linked the project of post-

communist transition, which was oriented towards a lib-

eral-democratic future, with the pre-communist past. 

However, not only the pre-communist past served as a 

reference point for evaluating liberal values. The new lead-

ers also sought to rally people behind liberal values by 

recalling their failed revolts against communism. This return 

to the best elements of their dissident past(s) obviously 

conflicted with a second aspect of conservative revolutions: 

the effort to maintain the fiction of legal continuity with the 

illegal and illegitimate communist regimes. Clearly, these 

were contradictory impulses. One could not preserve “pasts” 

that were so radically different and even mutually exclusive. 

Yet this was done, even when it led to grotesque situations. 

It suffices to recall that Václav Havel, who as a leader of 

Charter 77 was despised by the communists, was elected 

president of Czechoslovakia in December 1989 by the 

communist national assembly. 

In fact, there is a further irony that makes the revolutions 

of 1989 conservative in Burke’s sense. Even though the 

1989 revolutions shared a number of goals with 1789 that 

Burke opposed in his day, many of the radical ideas from 

more than 200 years ago seem less radical today. For 

example, Burke opposed democratic ideals and the mod-

ern concept of citizenship, because he believed that these 

enlightened concepts were too radical and dangerous for 
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liberty, but it is perfectly plausible to imagine that he 

would not be so opposed to them today. Some 200 years 

after the French Revolution, the French revolutionaries’ 

ideals have became part of a “European”, or Western 

tradition,
36

 and most people today would not think of 

democracy and liberty as inherently incompatible. 

Anti-politics and civil society 

Due to the enduring popularity of the recent concept of 

civil society, which transcends ideological boundaries, it 

may be easily forgotten that the idea was originally based 

on a rather conservative ideal: the conviction that free

societies rely on private virtues.
37

 This is reflected in 

Burke’s idea that good character and virtue cannot be 

developed by an abstract ideal of humanity. Good charac-

ter and virtue can only be fostered within a relatively small 

community of citizens here and now, within “little pla-

toons” in which everyone knows their place (moving in 

expanding concentric circles from family to neighbour-

hood, from neighbourhood to city, from city to nation and 

into the wider world). One does not become virtuous 

simply by understanding and accepting the wisdom of 

Rousseau’s “general will” or the Kant’s “categorical im-

perative”. One becomes virtuous by practising virtue. 

Similarly, for Arendt, there is not much use in invoking 

noble principles of liberty, unless a kind of political space 

is created in society where independent citizens can act 

authentically. 

This kind of reasoning also reverberates through the 

convictions of the dissident intellectuals (e.g. Havel, 

Michnik and Konrád), who strongly believed that commu-

nism could fall, and later that the process of post-
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could fall, and later that the process of post-communist 

transition could succeed, if a change took place in the 

“hearts and minds” of the individual members of society. 

This is why Havel stressed turning away from “abstract 

political visions of the future and towards concrete human 

beings and ways of defending them effectively in the here 

and now”.
38

 Therefore, any genuine political engagement 

had to be the result of taking concrete responsibility. This

was the ideal of an ethical civil society. 

In its initial form, the concept of civil society was not 

meant to be revolutionary. Civil society was not seen as 

directed against the state, but was supposed to comple-

ment it. That was the vision inherited “from Locke, the 

Scottish Enlightenment, Burke, Hegel and de Toc-

queville”.
39

 G. M. Tamás, one of the leading Hungarian 

intellectuals, explained, dissidents in Central Europe 

creatively appropriated this concept for their own purposes

and turned it against the oppressive communist state. This 

antagonism between state and society is more reminiscent 

of Thomas Paine than Burke, and it is unsurprising that the 

Central European concept of civil society had strong

appeal among left-wing intellectuals in the West.
40

 It was 

Paine who asserted in Common Sense that “society is in 

every state a blessing, but government, even in its best 

state, is but a necessary evil”.
41

The dissident’s suspicion of the communist state and its 

official ideology, Marxism, found expression in the idea of 

anti-politics. Anti-politics was directed not only against the 

state, but against any institutionalized form of politics, and it 

was hostile not only towards Marxism, but towards any 

dogmatic political ideology in general. However, one would 

be crudely mistaken to view the ideal of anti-politics as 

apolitical. On the contrary, by liberating individuals from 
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the constraints of institutional politics and schematic think-

ing imposed by abstract ideological frameworks, individuals 

were empowered to endow their actions with authentic 

meaning. In this sense, what was personal became political. 

The ideal of anti-politics urged people to act “as if” they 

were free
42

 and to assume the responsibility that comes with 

freedom. Thus anti-politics was not politics without princi-

ple, rather simply “politics without cliché”.
43

Europe as a Community of Values 

If anything, dissident intellectuals in Central Europe were 

less reluctant to take principled positions in their political 

struggles than their counterparts in the West. This is re-

flected in the ongoing debates about the goals of European 

integration and the means of achieving these goals. While 

the debates in the West seem to have focused on the tech-

nical aspects of integration, Central European intellectuals 

have time and again stressed that Europe has to be seen as

a community of shared values and should therefore be 

defined by a certain set of principles.
44

 As Bronis�aw 

Geremek has argued, 

If the European Union is to overcome national pa-

rochialism and embrace a shared and binding pur-

pose, it must abandon the rhetoric of accountants 

and speak in a language that comprehends what is 

good and bad, beautiful and ugly, right and wrong.
45

For a similar argument critical of the technocratic nature of 

the European Union consider Havel’s comments on the 

Treaty of Maastricht. While Havel showed himself im-
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pressed by the ingenious institutional arrangements created 

by the treaty, he felt that something important was missing:  

I felt I was looking into the inner working of an 

absolutely perfect and immensely ingenious mod-

ern machine. To study such a machine must be a 

great joy to an admirer of technical inventions, but 

for me, whose interest in the world is not satisfied

by admiration for well-oiled machines, something 

was seriously missing, something that could be 

called, in a rather simplified way, a spiritual or 

moral or emotional dimension. The treaty ad-

dressed my reason, but not my heart.
46

This problem is being increasingly acknowledged even in 

the West. Larry Siedentop, for example, bemoans “the 

absence of a searching debate about European integration 

– a debate which would bring to the surface underlying 

assumptions about human well-being – [which] is itself 

symptomatic of a crisis in European beliefs”.
47

 Against 

this background, the experience of Central Europe’s dissi-

dent intellectuals during their struggle against an oppres-

sive regime can be instructive in reminding Europe of its 

purpose.
48

 Today, the question of European integration’s 

final purpose is regaining importance as part of the debate 

surrounding the proposed constitution for Europe. Will an 

enlarged Europe accommodate the legacy of 1989? 

The signs so far are not very promising. The experiences 

of Central Europe’s post-communist countries do not 

feature prominently in discussions of Europe’s emerging 

identity. Habermas’s attempt to build a European identity

relies on anti-Americanism, secularism, the ideal of the 

welfare state, and the European people’s struggle for 
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peace, but if anything, his ideal also seems to be directed 

against Central Europe’s dissident intellectuals.
49

 While 

Habermas addresses a number of historical developments 

in 20th century Europe, including “the experience of the 

20th century’s totalitarian regimes”, he does not mention 

once the struggle against communism, or what I call here 

the legacy of 1989.
50

 He focuses instead on the antiwar 

demonstrations of February 2003, which took place simul-

taneously in “London and Rome, Madrid and Barcelona, 

Berlin and Paris”. The coordinated action of the demon-

strators marked, according to Habermas, the long-awaited 

emergence of a European public sphere. 

The preamble to the Draft Treaty Establishing a Constitu-

tion for Europe is even more ahistoric.
51

 It avoids any 

specific reference to the historic experiences that shaped 

modern Europe, even the First and the Second World 

Wars. Unsurprisingly, the preamble does not refer to the 

revolutions of 1989 either. This is arguably another missed

opportunity, considering that the success of the current

European project cannot be understood without a refer-

ence to the defeat of both major twentieth century totali-

tarian challenges to liberal democracy: Nazism and com-

munism. As it is, the current draft of the preamble is a 

rather uninspiring technocratic document and could hardly 

satisfy those Central European intellectuals who are look-

ing for “a spiritual or moral or emotional dimension”
52

of

European integration. 

The European Union, if it is to become more that just a 

sum of its parts, a community of peoples and citizens

rather than an alliance of nation-states, needs to build on 

the ideas and ideals that inspired the dissident intellectuals 

in their struggle against communism. Disputes about the

institutional design of the new (enlarged) European Union 
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should not distract our attention from fundamental ques-

tions about the purpose of European integration. Follow-

ing Geremek’s advice, we need to ask: “Why do we [the 

Europeans] want to live together?” What is the purpose of 

European integration?
53

 In addressing these questions, we 

should consider the lessons learned by Central Europeans 

in their struggle for freedom, which many of them saw as 

a struggle for Europe. 
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