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22. It is on the basis of the world situation just described, and already elaborated in the
Encyclical Sollicitudo rei socialis, that the unexpected and promising significance of the events
of recent years can be understood. Although they certainly reached their climax in 1989 in the
countries of Central and Eastern Europe, they embrace a longer period of time and a wider
geographical area. In the course of the 80s, certain dictatorial and oppressive regimes fell one by
one in some countries of Latin America and also of Africa and Asia. In other cases there began a
difficult but productive transition towards more participatory and more just political structures.
An important, even decisive, contribution was made by the Church's commitment to defend and
promote human rights. In situations strongly influenced by ideology, in which polarization
obscured the awareness of a human dignity common to all, the Church affirmed clearly and
forcefully that every individual — whatever his or her personal convictions — bears the image
of God and therefore deserves respect. Often, the vast majority of people identified themselves
with this kind of affirmation, and this led to a search for forms of protest and for political
solutions more respectful of the dignity of the person.

From this historical process new forms of democracy have emerged which offer a hope for
change in fragile political and social structures weighed down by a painful series of injustices
and resentments, as well as by a heavily damaged economy and serious social conflicts. Together
with the whole Church, I thank God for the often heroic witness borne in such difficult
circumstances by many Pastors, entire Christian communities, individual members of the
faithful, and other people of good will; at the same time | pray that he will sustain the efforts
being made by everyone to build a better future. This is, in fact, a responsibility which falls not
only to the citizens of the countries in question, but to all Christians and people of good will. It is
a question of showing that the complex problems faced by those peoples can be resolved through
dialogue and solidarity, rather than by a struggle to destroy the enemy through war.

23. Among the many factors involved in the fall of oppressive regimes, some deserve special
mention. Certainly, the decisive factor which gave rise to the changes was the violation of the
rights of workers. It cannot be forgotten that the fundamental crisis of systems claiming to
express the rule and indeed the dictatorship of the working class began with the great upheavals
which took place in Poland in the name of solidarity. It was the throngs of working people which
foreswore the ideology which presumed to speak in their name. On the basis of a hard, lived
experience of work and of oppression, it was they who recovered and, in a sense, rediscovered
the content and principles of the Church's social doctrine.

Also worthy of emphasis is the fact that the fall of this kind of "bloc" or empire was
accomplished almost everywhere by means of peaceful protest, using only the weapons of truth
and justice. While Marxism held that only by exacerbating social conflicts was it possible to
resolve them through violent confrontation, the protests which led to the collapse of Marxism
tenaciously insisted on trying every avenue of negotiation, dialogue, and witness to the truth,
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appealing to the conscience of the adversary and seeking to reawaken in him a sense of shared
human dignity.

It seemed that the European order resulting from the Second World War and sanctioned by the
Yalta Agreements could only be overturned by another war. Instead, it has been overcome by the
non-violent commitment of people who, while always refusing to yield to the force of power,
succeeded time after time in finding effective ways of bearing witness to the truth. This disarmed
the adversary, since violence always needs to justify itself through deceit, and to appear,
however falsely, to be defending a right or responding to a threat posed by others. Once again |
thank God for having sustained people's hearts amid difficult trials, and I pray that this example
will prevail in other places and other circumstances. May people learn to fight for justice without
violence, renouncing class struggle in their internal disputes, and war in international ones....

25. The events of 1989 are an example of the success of willingness to negotiate and of the
Gospel spirit in the face of an adversary determined not to be bound by moral principles. These
events are a warning to those who, in the name of political realism, wish to banish law and
morality from the political arena. Undoubtedly, the struggle which led to the changes of 1989
called for clarity, moderation, suffering and sacrifice. In a certain sense, it was a struggle born of
prayer, and it would have been unthinkable without immense trust in God, the Lord of history,
who carries the human heart in his hands. It is by uniting his own sufferings for the sake of truth
and freedom to the sufferings of Christ on the Cross that man is able to accomplish the miracle of
peace and is in a position to discern the often narrow path between the cowardice which gives in
to evil and the violence which, under the illusion of fighting evil, only makes it worse.
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