Reading Text: "The Fall of the Berlin Wall: 1989"

For twenty-eight years, the Berlin Wall stood as the most powerful physical symbol of the Cold War. Constructed almost overnight in August 1961 by the German Democratic Republic (East Germany), the wall was not merely a concrete barrier dividing a city. It was a declaration: the communist East would seal itself off from the capitalist West. By the time it fell on November 9, 1989, the wall had become an international emblem of oppression, division, and the human desire for freedom.
The Origins of Division
After World War II ended in 1945, the victorious Allied powers—the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and France—divided Germany into four occupation zones. The capital city of Berlin, located deep inside the Soviet zone, was similarly divided. By 1949, tensions between the Soviet Union and the Western allies had hardened into the Cold War. Germany split into two separate countries: the democratic Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the communist German Democratic Republic (East Germany).
Berlin remained a flashpoint. West Berlin became an island of Western capitalism surrounded by East German territory. Between 1949 and 1961, an estimated 2.5 million East Germans fled to the West through Berlin, many of them young, educated professionals. This "brain drain" threatened to collapse the East German economy. East German leader Walter Ulbricht, with Soviet approval, decided to act.
The Wall Goes Up
On the night of August 12–13, 1961, East German soldiers and police began sealing off the border between East and West Berlin. They strung barbed wire along the 160-kilometer (100-mile) frontier. Over the following days and weeks, the barbed wire was replaced by a concrete wall, reinforced by watchtowers, anti-vehicle trenches, and a "death strip" patrolled by armed guards with orders to shoot escapees. Officially, the East German government called it the "Anti-Fascist Protection Rampart." Most of the world called it the Berlin Wall.
The wall divided families, friends, and coworkers. Those who worked on one side but lived on the other could no longer cross. At least 140 people were killed or died while attempting to escape over, under, or through the wall. Some jumped from apartment windows into nets held by firefighters on the West Berlin side. Others dug tunnels beneath the city. A few successfully crossed via hot air balloon or by hiding in secret compartments of vehicles. But most attempts ended in capture or death.
The Long Decline of Communist Rule
By the 1980s, the wall still stood, but the forces that would bring it down were gathering. In the Soviet Union, a new leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, introduced reforms called glasnost (political openness) and perestroika (economic restructuring). Gorbachev made it clear that the Soviet Union would no longer use military force to prop up communist governments in Eastern Europe. This was a dramatic shift. Previously, the USSR had invaded Hungary (1956) and Czechoslovakia (1968) to crush anti-communist uprisings. Now, Gorbachev signaled a hands-off approach.
Throughout 1989, communist governments collapsed across Eastern Europe—in Poland, Hungary, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania. In East Germany, thousands of citizens began fleeing through Hungary, which had opened its border with Austria. Others took refuge in West German embassies in Prague and Warsaw. The East German government, increasingly desperate, faced massive Monday demonstrations in Leipzig and other cities, where crowds chanted, "Wir sind das Volk!" ("We are the people!").
November 9, 1989: The Night the Wall Opened

On the evening of November 9, 1989, a confused announcement by East German official Günter Schabowski set history in motion. At a press conference, Schabowski announced new travel regulations, stating that East Germans would be allowed to leave the country "immediately, without delay." When a journalist asked when the new rules would take effect, Schabowski—who had not fully read the document—replied, "As far as I know, immediately."
Thousands of East Berliners rushed to border crossings, demanding passage. The guards, overwhelmed and uncertain, received no clear orders from their superiors. At the Bornholmer Strasse crossing, a guard captain named Harald Jäger finally opened the gates. Within hours, hundreds of thousands of East and West Berliners poured through the wall. Strangers embraced. People climbed onto the wall, dancing and chipping away pieces with hammers and chisels. The Cold War division of Berlin was over.

Within a year, Germany was officially reunified on October 3, 1990. Today, only a few segments of the Berlin Wall remain as memorials. But the image of that night—of ordinary citizens dismantling a symbol of oppression—has become an enduring emblem of hope and the human desire for freedom.


Reading Comprehension Questions
Part A: Literal Comprehension 
Instructions: Answer each question in a complete sentence based directly on the text.
In what year was the Berlin Wall constructed, and in what year did it fall?
How many East Germans fled to the West through Berlin between 1949 and 1961?
What did the East German government officially call the Berlin Wall?
Approximately how many people were killed or died while attempting to escape across the Berlin Wall?
What two reforms did Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev introduce in the 1980s?
Who was the East German official whose confused announcement triggered the opening of the wall on November 9, 1989?
At which border crossing did a guard captain named Harald Jäger first open the gates?
On what date did Germany officially reunify?

Part B: Inferential Comprehension 
Instructions: Write 2–4 sentences for each question. Your answer should not be directly stated in the text.
Cause and effect: Why did the East German government call the Berlin Wall the "Anti-Fascist Protection Rampart"? What does this name reveal about how the East German regime wanted to be perceived?
Character inference: Based on the text, what can you infer about Günter Schabowski's competence or preparation at the November 9 press conference? What evidence supports your inference?
Author's purpose: The text describes escape attempts including "jumping from apartment windows into nets" and "crossing via hot air balloon." Why might the author have included these specific details?
Historical significance: The text states that the Berlin Wall was "an international emblem of oppression, division, and the human desire for freedom." Why do you think the wall became such a powerful symbol, even for people who never lived in Berlin?
Part C: Critical Thinking 
Instructions: Write a short paragraph (4–6 sentences) for each question.
Compare and contrast: How did the Soviet Union's response to anti-communist movements differ between 1968 (Czechoslovakia) and 1989 (Eastern Europe)? What caused this change?
 Evaluate claims: The text describes the Berlin Wall's fall as "an enduring emblem of hope." Do you agree with this characterization? Why might some historians argue that the reunification process was difficult and not entirely hopeful for all Germans?
 Application to today: Are there any barriers or walls in the world today that serve similar purposes to the Berlin Wall? If yes, describe one example. If no, explain why the Berlin Wall was unique.
Vocabulary Activities
Activity : Matching Definitions
Instructions: Match each vocabulary word from the text to its correct definition.

	Vocabulary Word
	Definition

	1. Emblem
	A. To formally divide or separate

	2. Flashpoint
	B. A symbol or representation of something

	3. Brain drain
	C. A place where tension or conflict is high

	4. Reinforced
	D. To support or strengthen

	5. Rampart
	E. Lasting for a long time; persistent

	6. Enduring
	F. The emigration of educated professionals from one country to another

	7. Partitions (verb form: to partition)
	G. A defensive wall or barrier



Activity : Vocabulary in Context
Instructions: Each sentence below uses one of the vocabulary words from Activity 1. Based on the context, write what you think the word means. Then check your definition against the matching exercise above.
Emblem: "The white dove is often used as an emblem of peace."
Your definition: _________________________________________________
Flashpoint: "The disputed border region became a flashpoint for military conflict."
Your definition: _________________________________________________
Brain drain: "Many developing countries worry about brain drain when their best doctors and engineers move abroad."
Your definition: _________________________________________________
Reinforced: "The soldiers reinforced the bridge with steel beams before allowing heavy trucks to cross."
Your definition: _________________________________________________
Enduring: "Shakespeare's plays have enjoyed enduring popularity for more than four centuries."
Your definition: _________________________________________________
Activity : Using Vocabulary in Original Sentences
Instructions: Write an original sentence for each of the following words from the text. Your sentence must show that you understand the word's meaning.
Word	                                                     Your original sentence
Oppression	
Collapse (as a verb)	
Desperate	
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Dismantling	


    


