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Four Questions for Fritz Stern

In November 2014, on the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the fall of the Wall, the Goethe-Institut New York interviewed historian Fritz Stern.
What are your personal memories from November 9, 1989?

As far as I can remember, I was finishing up and revising a long article for the New York Review of Books entitled “The Common House of Europe.” The title came from an idea or slogan by Gorbachev. The article’s basic argument was that you can’t exclude the United States. We belong to this “Common House.” In that very moment when I was nearly finished, I believe someone came into my office and told me the wall had fallen. I think I was still able to add that to the article somehow. Otherwise, I would have to say that for that entire year, or at least after October 9, everyone was focusing on the GDR. And not just on the GDR, but on the entire Eastern Bloc. That was one of the most exciting times. Of course the fall of the wall was a highlight, but I think you can’t leave out October 9 in Leipzig or early November at Alexanderplatz. The symbolic impact of the fall of the wall was enormous, there’s no question about that.

What impact did the fall of the wall and reunification have on German-American relations?

     First I would say that solidarity between America and Germany, i.e., between Germany and the Federal Republic, was further strengthened back then since the United States was very much in favor of reunification. I mean all of America’s policies were based on the hope that this wall would come down one day. And not because there would be a command from outside to “tear down” the wall as Reagan had suggested, but because it would eventually happen from inside the Eastern Bloc. I was and still am a great admirer of Gorbachev. Gorbi attracted quite a large following for good reason. 

     In the words of Walter Momper, the Germans were “the happiest people on earth.” How long was that true, if at all?

     With all due respect for Mr. Momper, I can’t imagine that the Germans have ever (felt like) the happiest people [on earth] – they are too prone to sentimental pessimism (Weltschmerz) and that simply does suit them. It may be true that they were actually happy in that moment, but very soon afterwards they had think about what to do next and what form reunification should take. I have to say that back then I was worried that the East Germans wouldn’t be given enough credit. After all, what they accomplished in Leipzig and in other (cities) was monumental. I also believe that the Poles played the starring role in the self-liberation of Eastern Europe. I have tremendous respect for them as well and had the fortune of being friends with Geremek, who would later become Poland’s foreign minister, and Michnik. So I was following everything. In that sense, November 9 was a highlight, but it was also a time of successive highlights. Unfortunately, [the results] were very, very different. I would say that united, re-unified Germany is doing well and that Poland is doing quite well. On the other hand, you have to watch events in Hungary with great concern as it is now in a pre-fascist period. Then there is the crisis in Ukraine. I believe we have gone from the happy events of November 9 to a time of crisis with no clear end in sight. 

     With the conflict in Ukraine, does this year mark the end of an era that began in 1989?

You know this attempt to classify everything so neatly into the start and end of an era – well, the historical process just happens. But sometimes there are some very special moments that you can identify as real moments of radical change. That was certainly the case in 1989. I’m not convinced that today marks an end. I mean, when you look at Europe I believe that the Atlantic Alliance and Transatlantic relations overall are not as solid as they were in 1989. America also isn’t the same as it was back then. Unfortunately, attitudes towards America – including those in Germany – have worsened, and that is deeply regrettable.
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