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ABSTRACT

On October 3, 1990 Germany was formally reunified through an extension of the
legal, political and economic structures of West Germany into the former GDR. For
East Germans this transformation represented a challenging process. Former values,
orientations and standards were subject to severe scrutiny which affected virtually

every realm of an individual’s life.

The thesis analyses the development from the divided to the unified Germany and
asks to what extent East Germans have adopted a collective orientation in line with
that of the western part. Such identity markers are conceptualized into five distinct
categories consisting of orientations in the realm of territory, economics, ethnicity,
mass culture, as well as in the civic-political sphere. The study relies to some extent
on public opinion surveys and on qualitative data including media sources, literature
and impressionistic accounts. Political-historical analyses of the identities of the
Federal and the German Democratic Republic are followed by interrogations into the

state of the East German identity as it evolved between 1990 and 1996.

The study provides a deeper understanding of those processes and determinants
which brought continuity or change to the German political system. Although
interrogations into national identities are neither able to determine the precise
moment of change, nor the precise scope and direction of political action they offer
well-defined tracks along which political decisions are received in a supportive or
oppositional manner. The study of national identity therefore does not represent the
universal remedy for the explanation of complex political phenomena. Nonetheless,
it is indispensable in enhancing the explanatory power and predictive capacity of
political analyses since it broadens understanding and enriches political sensitivity.
The thesis identifies a significant range of commonalties, as well as striking features
of mutually exclusive areas which prevent the establishment of a common national

identity shared by east and west.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Press Officer

One has to ask whether it's really right

that we 've basically taken a different system

and forced it on these people.

I don’t know how the ‘Wessis' would have reacted

whether they would have been able to show as much

let’s call it endurance

as some of the ‘Ossis’ have had to have.

It’s as if the Japanese had invaded West Germany and
announced

Jfrom tomorrow you are under Japanese law

everything you have been doing up until now is irrelevant

whether it’s traffic regulations or tax law

even the constitution

forget it!

From tomorrow everything's Japanese

Klaus Pohl: Waiting Room Germany, 1995



Following a year of intense public debate and rapid political developments, the
German Democratic Republic joined the Federal Republic of Germany, adopting its
legal, political, economic and social structures. On October 3, 1990, Germany was
formally re-unified; the culmination of a process which had lasted merely one year
since the decisive public upheavals in the autumn of 1989. Never before in world
history have two countries been merged in this way. The unification of two societies
which had been separated for four decades and had symbolised the systemic
antagonisms of the Cold War marked a historically unparalleled cultural and political
experiment. In rapid succession, the totalitarian system of the GDR was abolished,

absorbed into the democratic FRG and taken into the European Community.

The pace of political developments indeed had been breathtaking. On October 18,
1989 Egon Krenz succeeded Erich Honecker as General Secretary of the East
German Communist party SED. On November 9, the Berlin Wall opened its gates to
the west. Four days later, the Communist reformer Hans Modrow became Minister
President. On March 18, 1990, free elections to the Volkskammer were held,
followed by the monetary, economic and social union with the Federal Republic on
July 1. The political and state union on October 3, resulted in the first all-German

federal elections to the Bundestag on December 2.

Proposals for reforming the Socialist system of the GDR, a federalist union with the
western part, or a third alternative between Capitalism and Socialism along the
Scandinavian model were not able to generate sufficient public support. Chancellor
Kohl’s promise of ‘blossoming landscapes in the East’ combined with the prospect
of repeating the Federal Republic’s post-war success resulted in widespread approval
for a swift Anschluf3. Popular support, the Chancellor’s energetic drive to seize the
unique historic opportunity for unification, as well as Gorbachev’s willingness to co-
operate ended in the speedy integration of the former GDR into the western

federalist structure.



As with the transition processes in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the
collapse of Communism in the GDR and the integration into the stable democratic
society of the Federal Republic attracted widespread scholarly attention. The
diplomatic history of the demise of the SED regime, the subsequent negotiations
between East and West German governmental officials, or the ‘Two-Plus-Four’
consultations between the two Germanys and France, Great Britain, the United
States and the Soviet Union stood at the centre of much political analysis, as did
structural interrogations on expanding the West German political, economic, social

and legal systems onto the former GDR.

However this study intends to shed a different light on German unification; the
starting point being the obvious recognition that virtually every aspect of the lives of
East Germans were affected by the transition processes. For the new democratic
citizens of eastern Germany, unification bore the challenge of a profound re-
orientation within a markedly different environment. They had to bid farewell to the
former all-encompassing welfare state as new regulations, pension schemes, medical
care and health coverage spread to the East. At work, old routines broke down. For
many the former constitutional right of work turned into the fear, prospect and
experience of unemployment, while the new market economy introduced new
notions of initiative, individuality, performance and competitiveness. Administration
and bureaucracy operated under western guidelines and principles. Features of the
West German political system were rapidly implemented. Elections were held
according to western rules, the western party system expanded onto the eastern
Lénder and federalism was re-introduced. The former monolithic power of the SED
and its affiliated mass organisations and block parties gave way to a complex system
of political plurality for interest representation and participation. New laws and
regulations governed the lives of East Germans in their relationship to the state.
Western mass-cultural phenomena conquered the east. Commercialisation,

communication, consumerism, leisure and lifestyles spilled over to eastern Germany
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which stood in stark contrast to the former grey Socialist reality of suppressed
demands. These new legal, political, economic, social and mass-cultural standards
and rules of a new society had to be grasped and internalised. Former values and
standards which had developed under forty years of Communist rule were now

subject to severe scrutiny and re-consideration.

The phenomenon of a gap between the organisational principles of a society and
their feedback from the population was not unique to German history. Within a
period of merely 120 years, Germany has had to face the problems of continuity and
change of political structure and corresponding orientations of its citizens on a
number of occasions. The country had experienced several fundamental ruptures of
the political system which were hardly matched by any other nation in modern
history. The first German unification of 1871 established Germany as a late-comer to
the European league of major nation states. Hierarchical in principle, the Second
Reich represented an absolutist monarchy which survived until the end of the first
World War. After 1918, the progressive Weimar Republic failed against economic,
social and political pressures, while alienating opposing factions of Nationalists,
Monarchists, Communists and Democrats which ultimately culminated in Hitler’s
rise to power. Out of the ruins of World War II, the emerging Cold War forced the
division of the country into a stable and successful liberal democracy and a
totalitarian Stalinist regime. Obviously, the structural changes during this period
were radical. The relationship between the ruling elite and the population, between
standards and demands of the political structure and the individual’s perceptions of
them, between the structural requisites and political orientations of the citizens
changed drastically each time a new political system appeared on the agenda of

German history.
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Approaching Subjectivity: Political Culture and German Unification

All these structural transformations - from Monarchy to Democracy to Fascism and
to Democracy/Communism - were rapid and abrupt. Cognitive re-orientations to
structural changes however, require time. A structural revolution was always
followed by the individual’s evolutionary adaptation to new political rules and
standards. It therefore came as little surprise that the first study on orientations of a
population towards their political system included the West German case. Almond
and Verba’s Civic Culture (1963) advanced conventional institutional considerations
with the postulate that a congruence between the structure and the culture of a
political system was elementary in guaranteeing system stability. After conducting
five national surveys, Almond and Verba confirmed distributions of three types: the
parochial or traditional culture, the participant or rational-activist culture, and the
subject or deferential culture. The development of a stable democratic society was
therefore only complete with the establishment of a democratic culture - termed by
Almond and Verba as the civic culture - which represented an appropriate blend and
balance of subject and participant elements by combining trust and deference to
authority with positive attitudes to the goods of active participation. Hence, the
concept of political culture employed orientations of a population towards their
political system as an analytical tool, suggesting that subjectivity gives meaning to,
as well as influences the political system. As noted by Glenda Patrick (1984:279),
political culture represents

‘the set of fundamental beliefs, values and attitudes that characterise the
nature of the political system and regulate the political interactions
among its members.’

Political culture forms a reservoir of collective experiences of individuals within a
functioning political system and develops into a collective memory which alters
according to new experiences. It is therefore fluid, since new experiences contribute

and old experiences vanish from the collective reservoir. Because of the differing
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experiences of political individuals within the political system, political culture is
expressed in varying facets which consist of various sub-cultures along social,

economic, cultural or generational lines.

However the complicated relationship of subjectivity and objectivity within a
political system resulted in little agreement on the definition and theories of,
methods for and paradigms of political culture.' Nonetheless, all approaches address
a fundamental concern: the micro-macro relationship between the political individual
and the overarching political system he or she lives in2 After a fierce debate on the
causal relationship between structure, culture and the political system, Arend
Lijphart (1989) offered a compromise, arguing that structure and culture are
mutually interdependent and reinforcing by forming a reciprocal causality with both
being cause or effect of the other.? Hence, change or stability of the political system
as the dependent variable are the direct effects of an interplay of structure and
culture, whereas either alternately represent the independent or the intermediate
variable. A stable democratic system is hereby guaranteed by a coherent democratic
culture with democratic values, attitudes and behaviour and a democratic structure

consisting of the social, political, legal and economic organisation of the society.

Without any doubt the East German transformation after 1989 represented a

formidable case for the application of the concept of political culture and the

! Apart from Almond and Verba, a psychological account which stressed individual orientations to
political objects had been offered by Parsons and Shils (1951). Sociological definitions which
included individual orientations, as well as behaviours that carry orientations were given by Fagan
(1969), Tucker (1973) and Geertz (1983). Emile Durkheim (1933) regarded culture as an objective
composite of values and norms which are prevalent in society. Ideal-type constructs were applied by
Weber (1968), Bell (1964) and Lipset (1960). Ronald Inglehart’s Silent Revolution’ (1977) analysed
societies in light of fundamental changes in values, political behaviour and support for political parties
towards the development of postmaterial attitudes, such as new political movements, lifestyle and
consumerism.
% For a more thorough discussion of methodology, theoretical shortcomings and failures of political
culture see for example Street (1993), Almond (1989), Gibbins (1989) or Iwand (1985).
* The relationship between structure and culture, between cause and effect is argued in more detail in
Barry (1970), Lijphart (1989) or Pateman (1989).
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prospect of democratic stability. The political system of the GDR was radically
transformed from a Communist dictatorship to a liberal democracy. Former beliefs,
values and attitudes which developed under four decades of totalitarian rule clashed
with a fundamentally different set of thought and behaviour that were introduced
through the unification with the Federal Republic. While the extension of the
western political, economic and social structures onto the eastern Ldnder certainly
provided a stabilising impact, the same cannot be said about the citizens’ subjective
orientations. Democratic stability could only be achieved if East Germans were
capable of mustering a profound cognitive, affective and behavioural re-orientation

which approved of the new political structures.

Expanding Subjectivity: Identity and Political Culture

However this study does not intend to produce a re-interpretation of Almond and
Verba’s Civic Culture (1989) after their last ‘visit’ to Germany in 1980. On the
contrary, the extent and depth of unification and its impact on the popuiation renders
a classical political culture approach difficult. As argued above, unification in East
Germany affected virtually every aspect of an individual’s life. East Germans
experienced a radical break and discontinuity from their former life in the
Communist GDR. In contrast to other Eastern European post-Communist states, East
Germans joined an already well-established society and adopted its rules and
regulations. The transition was not internal but external - designed to follow rather

than to create.

For such sudden and colossal changes, the concept of political culture does not seem
suited. For East Germans, the subjective re-orientations caused by unification go far
beyond beliefs, attitudes and values towards the characteristics of the political
system. Against the backdrop of these massive systemic transformations, questions

such as ‘who am 1?°, ‘where do I belong?’ and ‘where am I going to?’ automatically
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arise. Hence, for many the establishment of a democratic civic culture amongst East
Germans was superseded by the necessity of finding and developing a new identity
in a new and largely unfamiliar environment. While the state is a political, rational
and objective construct, the nation is a political-cultural phenomenon - emotional
and an ‘attitude rather than a fact’ (Connor 1978:381). The establishment of a civic
culture merely reflects on the development of formal participation patterns and

cognitive support towards the new political realities.

On its own however, democracy is not capable of forging emotional ties to the new
environment. It only addresses a particular aspect of the individual’s new
experiences - that of the political individual within a new political system. The full
depth and extent of present economic, social, or cultural experiences, as well as of
past experiences under Communist rule however, are left largely untouched. An
investigation into the subjective dimension of German unification therefore has to
broaden its scope. While a civic culture sustains the political stability of a state and
addresses orientations towards political institutions, the task of establishing new
identities in Eastern Germany corresponds to the unity of the nation and to a new-

found sense of identity with formerly separated compatriots.

Conceptualising National Identity

Identity reflects the state of mind of an individual towards his or her social
community. It represents a process of discovering and generating a consciousness
towards one’s environment, a social assertion of the self as being somebody in the
world. Through such an identity the individual locates and defines him or herself in
the world, acquiring a collective personality based on shared values, experiences and
orientations. As with political culture, subjective orientations of the population give
meaning to the overarching structural setting. Images of nations, of one’s own as

well as of foreign nations are common and widespread in society and politics. The
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national community has been described as the indispensable link between the general
mass of human beings and familiar local and regional environments (Wuthe
1987:203). The nation represents a prominent object for people’s emotional
attachment and provides the scope for the individual’s search for definition and
location within the world. National identity levels individuality and emphasises
communality, whereas the nation forges common loyalties and emotional
attachments out of a heterogeneous mass of individuals. National identity rests on
common values which are born out of a shared past and a shared vision of the future.
As such, the nation blends two fundamentally different sets of principles (Smith
1991:11). Ethnically, the nation corresponds to shared cultural and genealogical
traits, such as customs, traditions, language, religion, or descent. On the civic level,
the nation encompasses orientations towards a particular set of political ideas,
towards legal rights and civic duties, towards a common mass culture, as well as
towards the nation’s historic territory. Hence, national identity reflects the emotional
attachment and degree of loyalty of an individual towards these ethnic and civic

characteristics.

Following Anthony Smith’s taxonomy, the thesis organises national identity into
several sub-categories which éonsist of orientations towards five distinct elements.
They include the civic-political sphere, a common mass culture, economics,
ethnicity, as well as the historical territory or the homeland (Smith 1991:15). Within
these elements, the study addresses those issues which gained particular importance
for East Germans in the immediate period before and after the revolution of
November 1989. The underlying rationale is cogent. For East Germans, unification
represented the ultimate vehicle for the formation of a national identity. Unification
had such a drastic and overwhelming impact on the individual’s life that orientations
towards the recently unified nation were dominated and fundamentally generated by

the individual’s experiences and perceptions of the transformation processes. The
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formation of a national identity was in reality a response to unification - a testimony

of the process of self-definition within a new environment.

Table 1.1. Conceptualising National Identity in Eastern Germany

Chapter Two Territory the fact of the division
the prospect of unification
perceptions of the homeland

Chapter Three Economics economic structure
work mentality
material prosperity
social structure

Chapter Four Citizenship participation
legitimacy
state-citizen relations
constitutional consensus

Chapter Five Mass Culture consumerism
leisure and life-style
media

Chapter Six Ethnicity German ethnicity
legacy of the Third Reich

ethno-centrism

Chapter Two on territory addresses the division of the nation after World War II
which generated contrasting territorial orientations in East and West Germany
towards the stretch of land to which people feel attached to. The FRG found a new
spiritual home within the community of western states, while the cold-war
antagonism pushed the awareness of the loss of the eastern territory further and
further out of the public psyche. In contrast, efforts by the SED to instil an artificial
identity as a German Socialist nation state were not convincingly adopted by the
population. The notion of the divided nation and the prospect of eventual unification

continued to dominate the minds of East Germans.
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In the economic analysis of Chapter Three, the discussion centers on how Easterners
had to adjust to fierce job competition and the prospect of unemployment. The
market economy emphasised such formerly neglected principles as self-
responsibility and initiative, while the sophisticated, all-encompassing welfare
system of the GDR which provided social security from cradle to grave faded into a

notion of the past.

Chapter Four focuses on the relation between state and citizen, between rights and
responsibilities of ruler and ruled. With unification, East Germans had to depart from
the GDR’s streamlined and hierarchical form of political participation. The functions
of new institutions and new forms of interest representation had to be internalised.
The collective goal of establishing the Communist society under the unchallenged
ideological and practical auspices of the SED was replaced by the Federal Republic’s

emphasis on individuality and plurality.

On the mass-cultural agenda of Chapter Five, East Germans were thrown into the
postmodern age without the gradual development that West Germany had
experienced after World War II. Consumerism, advertising, choice of leisure
activities, as well as a quantitative increase and qualitative change in media
consumption washed over the new Ldnder in a gigantic wave that tried to make up

for four lost decades of Communist parsimony.

Chapter Six on ethnicity addresses the question of birth and common descent which
was problematised by markedly diverging experiences in east and west. The gradual
confrontation of the Federal Republic with the traumatic Nazi-past left the country’s
identity virtually bare of ethnic elements. In contrast, the Communist elite
conveniently regarded the Third Reich’s genocide and moral barbarism as a western
problem and responsibility. Furthermore, the Bonn Republic had never officially

recognised itself as a country of immigration but nonetheless carried out a policy of
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integration which incorporated vast numbers of ‘guest workers’ and ethnic Germans
from East European territories. Although foreigners were by no means fully
assimilated, increasing exposure to foreign ethnicities allowed for growing multi-
cultural experiences. In the GDR, the SED’s official rhetoric promulgated
internationalism and Communist solidarity. Multi-cultural experiences however,
were highly limited because of severe travel restrictions and the very low numbers of

foreigners living in the GDR.

Methodology

How can political science analyse and measure the feelings, beliefs and attitudes of a
population? How can the ‘black box’ be opened to screen the mind-sets of numerous
individuals and hence, is it possible to develop a coherent orientation for the united

Germany in its quest for establishing a common national identity?

Identity and political structure form a two-way symbiosis. Individuals accommodate,
absorb and respond to structural requisites and shape them in the process. With
unification, the political, social and economic structures of the Federal Republic
extended to the new Ldnder. Over forty years these had formed, as well as were
being formed by a distinctive West German national identity in a process of mutual
interdependence of subjective orientations and objective structures. After 1989, the
superimposed structures of West Germany generated emotional responses from East
Germans towards the unified nation. These were juxtaposed against orientations
towards the now defunct GDR. Past and present collided, while the individual tried
to accommodate the new experiences of unification to former values, standards and
beliefs. As a response, a particular set of thought and behaviour developed which
ultimately affected - either changed or stabilised - the structural setting. The post-
unification developments in eastern Germany are therefore analysed against the

backdrop of both the West and East German identities as they evolved throughout
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the post-war era. Consequently, each chapter covers four distinct areas of
investigation. Conceptualising remarks about the individual subcategories of
national identity are followed by pblitical-historical analyses of the identities of the
GDR and FRG. Out of these, the fourth part draws conclusions and addresses post-
unification developments regarding the question of the contemporary identity in
eastern Germany and its status as a separated or unified identity with the western

part.

Since national identity consists of several layers, it is vital to realise that the
categorised orientations towards territory, economics, citizenship, mass culture and
ethnicity do not and cannot exist or develop separately. As argued by Smith
(1991:14), national identity is ‘fundamentally multi-dimensional’. Elements overlap,
merge and mutually reinforce each other. For instance, mass-cultural behaviour and
attitudes towards consumerism certainly depict an economic element, since a
satisfactory participation in the new consumer society requires a certain level of
material prosperity and financial stability. Given the presence of such soft borders,
the thesis organises such multiple facets under the category in which where they
exert the most decisive impact. Nonetheless, cross-references to other categories
hopefully avoid a rigid fragmentation of national identity into five sub-groupings,
while the final conclusion intends to place the analytical results of the preceding

chapters into a summarising perspective.

According to Fredrik Barth (1969) aggregates of people share a common culture
which develops interconnected differences that distinguish the group from other
cultures. Out of social interaction, cultural traits emerge which construct boundaries
for a community and ascribe an individual as a member or a non-member of the
group. To maintain its integrity the community possesses two fundamental functions.
On the one hand internal boundaries are created which define the member of a group

as ‘one-of-us’, whereas the individual adopts particular patterns of behaviour and
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thought and shares the group’s values, symbols and traditions. Based on this
behavioural, affective and cognitive reservoir, social bonds are established which
guide the interaction and socialisation of the group members. On the other hand,
external boundaries establish and define the community against other communities.
In light of Barth’s typology, identity can be understood as ‘sameness’ (Smith
1991:75), whereas members of a particular group define membership characteristics
which mark them off from non-members. Within internal boundaries, individuals
interact and socialise, while external boundaries serve as identity markers which

distinguish and separate the group from other communities.

The problem of boundary creation and maintenance becomes more transparent in the
context of German unification. During the post-war division, the two German states
developed distinctly different sets of boundaries. Internally, the different economic,
political and social organisation of the GDR and the FRG provided for different sets
of thought and behaviour. Externally, the antagonistic concepts of democracy and
Communism, market economy and Socialism, liberty and dictatorship, as well as the
territorial separation offered numerous mutually exclusive definitions which marked

one Germany off from the other.

With unification these boundaries had to be re-defined. The West German political,
economic, social and legal structures were expanded on to the east accompanied by
corresponding sets of thought and behaviour. The former external boundaries of
West Germany were now transformed into normative internal boundaries for East
Germans. With the introduction of western structures, Easterners were expected to
adopt western standards and values, while the former patterns which constituted and
maintained the East German community were fundamentally disrupted. The East
German ‘collective destiny’ (Smith 1991:25) was dispersed and swallowed by the
western part. Again, as with the radical system transformations of Weimar, National

Socialism, as well as with the Federal and the Democratic Republic, national
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identities had to be re-established in direct response to the vast structural changes of

the political system.

For East Germans, three distinctly different choices were available. First, over time,
Easterners had approved of the western set of structure, thought and behaviour and
had accommodated the internal boundaries set by the western system which
ultimately resulted in a common national identity. Secondly, Easterners partly
accepted the western set of thought and behaviour. Despite the persistence of
mutually exclusive boundaries, this scenario allowed for the co-existence of identity
markers shared by both Easterners and Westerners. Thirdly, East Germans did not
accept the western set resulting in dual identities of east and west. Such an outcome
had been prompted by two causes. On the one hand, Easterners had been denied
access, whereas West Germans continued to maintain external boundaries which
excluded their fellow countrymen and denied them recognition as members of their
community. Out of rejection, the East subsequently disapproved of the western set of
behaviour and thought. On the other hand, Easterners had chosen to reject them,
since the prospect of crossing the internal boundaries by adopting western principles
did not seem appealing. Both of these scenarios resulted in a split national identity.
The vacuum left by the demise of the GDR could not have been filled by the west.
Subsequently, East Germans re-established external boundaries to mark themselves

off from the west in a move that stressed eastern elements.

The study relies to a considerable extent on public opinion surveys. For West
Germany and for post-1989 eastern Germany, polls by the Allensbacher Institut fiir
Demoskopie, Emnid, or the ‘Politbarometer’ of the Forschungsgruppe Wahlen are
consulted. Apart from contemporary ad-hoc surveys, the thesis tries to incorporate
survey questions which were continuously collected over longer periods of time to
demonstrate changing orientations. In the absence of quantitative material or to

analyse certain phenomena further, qualitative data, such as literature or media
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sources and impressionistic accounts are used which play a particular importance in

the case of the GDR, where surveys were hardly conducted or published.

In 1978, the SED closed down its sole research organisation on public opinion, the
Institut fiir Meinungsforschung (Férster and Roski 1990:15). The gap between the
official dogmatism and rhetoric of state and party and the actual attitudes of the
population caused widespread irritation amongst the political elite who feared that
the strictly confidential results could eventually trickle down to the public. Instead,
the SED increasingly relied on the Ministry of State Security - the surveillance
apparatus of spies and unofficial informants which was nicknamed the Stasi - to
monitor its citizens. In addition, the state-controlled media occasionally held public
surveys. However politically sensitive issues were never allowed to be publicised.
The Zentralinstitut fur Jugendforschung (Institute for Youth Research) was
confronted with similar problems of censorship and tutelage. Focusing on young
adults aged 14 to 25, the institute’s research depended on the permission of state or
party officials. As usual, results were strictly confidential and were not disclosed to
the public.

By 1990, surveys by the Institut fir Meinungsforschung, as well as the
Zentralinstitut fir Jugendforschung which were not destroyed by state and party
agencies became accessible to scholars and were subsequently published (Niemann
1993, Forster and Roski 1990). Both institutes guaranteed anonymity to their
respondents, while safeguarding such research imperatives as standardised
questionnaires or representative samples. The data collection was therefore
legitimate. However data interpretation was occasionally complicated by the biased
ideological nature of some survey questions. The study therefore excludes such overt
distortion of public attitudes. Quite often however, questions hardly possessed a

political-ideological undertone. Although questions unfortunately were not asked
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continuously over longer time spells these results undoubtedly offered valid

contemporary assessments of public opinion in East Germany.

Structure Versus Culture: The Predictive Power of National Identity

How then can the symbiosis of structure and culture, of objectivity and subjectivity,
be analysed - not only for explanatory and descriptive reasons but furthermore for
predictive purposes? Anthony Smith (1991:91) argues that ‘nationalism is a form of
culture - an ideology, a language, mythology, symbolism and consciousness’ - and
‘the nation is a type of identity whose meaning and priority is presupposed by this
form of culture’. In a similar vein, Benedict Anderson (1983:15) defined the nation

as

‘an imagined political community... It is imagined because the
members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their
fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of
each lives the image of their communion.’

Both approaches suggest that culture plays a crucial role in the subjective orientation
towards one’s environment, towards one’s imagined community. But while the
importance of a coherent identity for a nation seems relatively undisputed, it remains
problematic to evaluate and explain the causal relationship between identity and
political action. How do national identities trigger change or sustain stability within

a particular political order and how do national identities drive political action?

All scholarly efforts so far have failed in establishing the ‘crucial link’ that explains

why and which elements of a national identity are conducive or respectively opposed
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to structural changes.4 However national identity offered a convincing explanation
for instance, for the tacit approval or even rejection of ‘Maastricht’ by the peoples of
various EU-member states. As George Schopflin (1995:44) correctly noted, post-war
European integration represented an economic, technological and administrative
process. The political elite simply assumed that once those structures were in place,
the importance of national-cultural differences, of nationhood and of nationalism
would lose their relevance. Close-call referenda and considerable public discontent
showed that this ‘attempt to divorce the political community from its cultural-
affective elements’ was not met by adequate public enthusiasm. Commentators
pointed towards a feeling of colonisation by Brussels, anticipated cultural
streamlining, perceived loss of political authority or economic insecurity. In short,
the identity of a common Europe based on integration and co-operation had not yet

replaced the nation as the object for one’s primary loyalties.

In this respect, national identity provided a deeper understanding of those processes
and determinants which brought continuity or change to a political system. Since
national identity is able to give early warning signs of potential dissatisfaction with
policies, politics and polities, political life becomes more transparent by integrating
analytic results other than those offered by structural or institutional considerations.
Nonetheless, national identity is neither able to determine the precise moment in

time nor the precise scope and direction of political action. National identity does not

* Sidney Verba (1965:529) noted that identity with the nation legitimises the activities of political
elites which in return makes it possible for them to mobilise the commitment and support of their
followers. Such a commitment would enable a political system to survive in times of crises. Stephen
Welch (1993:131,135) argued that national identity not only emerged as ‘a response to social
conditions’ but also changes those circumstances, while John Street (1993:113) concluded that culture
is something which both shapes and is shaped by political interests. David Easton’s ‘Systems Analysis
of Political Life’ (1965) differentiates between three distinct recipients of political support: the regime
or the political order with its three components of values (goals and principles) norms and the
structure of authority, followed by the authorities (the occupants of authority roles) and finally the
political community, defined as ‘a group of persons who share a division of labor for the settlement of
political problems’. Easton argues that dissatisfaction with the authorities can be neutralised by an
identification with the regime and the political community which could provide for a buffer of support
in times of a declining cohesion of the common political framework.
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offer the definite trigger which prompts individuals to seek political change. Instead,
national identity has to be mobilised to generate political action. Agents who are
capable of initiating such processes are wide-ranging - from political leaders to
journalists or to international sport events, such as the Olympic Games or
international football championships - as long as they touch on emotions that
catalyse an understanding of belonging to the national commune. National identity
clearly offers well-defined tracks along which political decisions will be received in
a supportive or rejecting manner. National identity therefore does not offer the
universal remedy for the explanation of complex political phenomena. It is however,
indispensable for enhancing the explanatory power and predictive capacity of
political analyses since it broadens our understanding and enriches our political

sensitivity. Nothing more, but certainly nothing less.
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CHAPTER TWO: TERRITORY

2.1. Conceptualising Territory

Territorial identities represent emotional orientations ‘to a stretch of land to which
_people feel attached to’ (Smith 1991:9). The homeland - or to use the German term the
Heimat - constitutes the space where members of a community live and work, where
generations respond to the changes and challenges of history and where people have
their formative experiences which bind them to the nation. Thoughts and behaviour
towards the nation that are generated by citizenship, ethnicity, mass culture and
economics are complemented by a territorial or spatial repository to a clear-defined

stretch of land.

How then can territorial identities in unified Germany be operationalised? An analysis
of German territorial identities which encompass the ‘lost’ pre-war territories of East
Prussia, Pomerania, Silesia and the Sudetenland represents a complex study in its own
right. It could further include orientations towards Austria, German-speaking
Switzerland, Alsace, Eupen-Malmedy or the Schleswig province in Denmark. However
the unification treaty of 1990, as well as parallel provisions in the ‘Two-Plus-Four’
treaty between the FRG, the GDR, the United States, the Soviet Union, France and
Great Britain acknowledged the Oder-Neisse line (the post-war demarcation between
Poland and East Germany) as the permanent western Polish border (Kommers

1995:190). The issue subsequently lost its remaining political edge. Also, for the
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purpose of this study considerations regarding the lost German territories hardly bore
any significance. As argued in Chapter One, the establishment of new identities in the
aftermath of 1989 were triggered by the vast transformation processes. As such,
orientations towards the pre-war territories outside the FRG and the GDR hardly
possessed an impact on the establishment of new identities towards the unified nation.
Although these territories might have remained in the public consciousness of both east
and west, there was no significant political movement to call for their re-integration into
Germany. They were pushed aside against the backdrop of establishing territorial
orientations that now had to incorporate the respective ‘other’ Germany across the
former Iron Curtain. Orientations towards the pre-war territories were a phenomenon
that did not affect the establishment of identities in their response to the structural

changes brought about by unification. They are therefore left untouched.

A further approach is to ask respondents about the territorial unit to which they feel
most loyal and attached to. Bettina Westle (1994:471) subdivided territorial identities in
unified Germany into three categories: only the old or the new Ldnder respectively, the
unified Germany, as well as double identities towards unified Germany and towards the
old/new Ldnder. However such identity markers hardly lead to significant conclusions.
Such loyal attachments were influenced by other identity markers which made it hard to
detect the substance of territorial orientations. For instance, someone who possessed
strong emotional attachments to the old Ldnder might have wanted the two Germanys to
stay separate out of the significant tax burden which were imposed on West Germans to
finance the massive transfer payments to the east. Likewise, loyal orientations towards
eastern Germany might have been prompted by perceptions of a political take-over of
western parties or an economic colonisation of the new Ldnder by western businesses
which had resulted in a sense of defiance and exaggerated regional pride against the
super-imposed western structures. Additionally, Germans were confronted with
unification issues on a daily basis through massive media coverage. Although emotional
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attachments to the ‘other’ German part might have been weak or even non-existent, the
fact that Germany and hence the German territory was now united was an obvious
political reality. This could have prompted positive responses towards feeling loyal to
the German territory of both east and west. Hence by merely asking about loyalties to
particular territories the explanatory power is limited because of implicit economic,

political, cultural or social connotations.

A closer look at the fundamental historical prerogative of German territorial identities in
east and west however, offered more rewarding analytical results. The post-war division
of Germany resulted in two antagonistic political systems which stood at the front-line
of two opposing ideological camps. Market economics versus Socialism, Democracy
versus Communism, civic liberty versus totalitarianism separated east from west. The
most obvious signs of the division however, were the tightly secured border, barbed
wires, patrol guards and since 1961 the Berlin Wall. For East Germans, regular contacts
between east and west were complicated by severe travel restrictions. When applying
for a visa to visit the FRG, East Germans were confronted with intimidating
interrogations by the Communist authorities within a lengthy bureaucratic procedure
that could last several months. An almost impenetrable border, tight security and limited
travel opportunities to the west resulted in the effective territorial division into two

separate entities.

How did Germans in east and west accommodate the fact of the division? How did they
perceive the prospects of unification? One scenario would have implied that the political

reality of a divided territory and the improbability of unification gradually trickled down

' In 1964, the SED allowed its pensioners to cross the border to West Germany. By 1984 and in return for
substantial hard currency loans from the FRG, the party eased travel restrictions and in 1986, some
570,000 people (excluding pensioners) visited the Federal Republic (Weber 1993:97). Further exceptions
included occasional tourist visits by Westerners which significantly increased as a result of Chancellor
Brandt’s détente policy with the Communist bloc.
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to people’s perceptions, resulting in orientations that regarded the ‘other Germany’ as a
territory to which one did not feel an emotional attachment to; a territory which no
longer represented part of one’s spatial repository of emotions. Such attitudes would
have profound implications on the establishment of national identities in the aftermath
of 1989. Such emotional blockades which perceived the other Germany as an alien
territory outside of one’s loyalties would have severely hindered the unification of
Easterners and Westerners as members of one national community. On the other hand,
perceptions of a shared common territory of the German nation would have been able to
persist despite the existence of two separated states with clearly marked borders. These
would have acted as buffers of tolerance against the backdrop of significant economic,
political and social pressures caused by the transformation processes. An understanding
would have emerged that despite all the hardship at least the divided people were finally

re-united.

In short, this chapter addresses territorial identities in east and west by examining
orientations towards the fact of the division and the prospect of unification which had
developed prior to 1989. They will offer important insights into whether Westerners and
Easterners perceived German unification as a welcomed and long-awaited historic
opportunity which re-unites the German national community or whether unification was

regarded as a gift from world politics to which one merely felt indifference.
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2.2. The Federal Republic

In West Germany, over a period of 35 years people became accustomed to the division
and largely began to accept the post-war status quo. Surveys by the Allensbacher Institut
Jfir Demoskopie (see Table 2.1.) demonstrated that the number of respondents who
supported to press for unification nearly halved between 1956 and 1983, while the
percentages who sensed that unification should be left to the course of time more than
doubled.

Table 2.1. West Germans and the Prospect of Unification (percentages)
Question: Should West Germany continue to press for unification or should it be left to the course of time?
September 1956  October 1964  October 1983  November 1989

press for 65 69 33 19
time 25 21 55 72
do not know 10 10 12 9

Source: Noelle-Neumann and Kécher 1993:430

Although between 1979 and 1989, 75 to 79 per cent were in favour of unification and
only between 4.5 and twelve per cent were against it (Politbarometer), the systemic
antagonism of the Cold War left little hope for unification. Table 2.2 shows that the
number of respondents who believed that it would surely or probably happen dropped
from 27 per cent in 1951 to a marginal seven per cent in 1983. Correspondingly, the
share of pessimists who thought that the nation’s division was an irreversible fact

increased from 29 to sixty per cent.

In addition, knowledge of and interest in the other Germany were limited. In 1979, a
staggering 74.3 per cent had never visited the GDR since the building of the Wall in
1961 (Politbarometer). By the beginning of 1989, eighty per cent had not visited the
other Germany in the last ten years (Noelle-Neumann and Kécher 1993:411). Even for
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those with relatives on the other side of the Iron Curtain, where family ties provided for
a particular interest, time took its natural toll since the number of respondents who had
friends or relatives in the GDR decreased from 44 per cent in 1953 to 32 per cent in
1989. Thus prior to unification in 1989, two-thirds of West German respondents did not
have any close social relations to East Germans (Noelle-Neumann and Ko&cher
1993:411). For those who still had relatives in the east, the severe obstacles for keeping
in contact contributed to the gradual deterioration of family ties. Eventually, the
descendants of the brothers and sisters of the immediate post-war generation mustered

only a modest interest for their distant cousins.

Table 2.2. West Germans and the Likelihood of Unification (percentages)
Question: Do you think that the division of Germany will eventually disappear and a unified Germany will

emerge?
1951 1973 1983

yes, surely 10 2 2
yes, probably 17 7 5
uncertain 36 32 33
no 29 53 60
no answer 9 6 -

Source: Emnid Informationen 8/9-1983:15.

It therefore came as little surprise that the political fact of the divided nation had only a
subordinate importance in the minds of most West Germans. While in 1965, German
unification was regarded by 69 per cent and European integration by 24 per cent as the
more pressing political problem, attitudes had been reversed by 1983 with 36 per cent
and sixty per cent respectively (Emnid Informationen 5/6-1989:13). When asked what
Germany actually implied, 57.2 per cent in 1979 named the Federal Republic and only
27.4 per cent referred to the FRG and the GDR (Politbarometer). In addition, the
willingness to permanently accept the Oder-Neisse line which marked the border

between Poland and East Germany since the end of World War II increased from a mere
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eight per cent in 1951 to 61 per cent in 1972 (Institut fiir Demoskopie 1974:525). The
territorial identity of West Germans could therefore be labelled as minimalist. The pre-
war territories east of the GDR gradually disappeared from the public’s perceptions as
belonging to the German nation. More importantly however, even the separated GDR
did not represent a marker for the West German territorial identity. The Heimat was
simply the Federal Republic as the clearly defined stretch of land for one’s emotional

orientations.
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2.3. The German Democratic Republic

In correspondence to the west, the Cold War antagonism could not erase the East
Germans’ will for unity. The western-based Infratest’ reported that support for
unification was even stronger than the already high numbers of the Federal Republic. In
1984, 89 per cent of respondents were in favour of unification (Kohler 1992:77).
Despite decades of separate political, economic, social and cultural experiences, the idea

prevailed in east and west that the divided nation should eventually reunite.

However attitudes towards the territorial division of the German nation were
fundamentally different in the GDR. A survey by the East German Institut fir
Meinungsforschung in 1968 revealed that only 55 per cent regarded the GDR as their
‘fatherland’, while 42 per cent attributed this notion to the whole of Germany (Niemann
1993:310). Immediately after the fall of the Wall, a survey held in late November 1989
(Férster and Roski 1990:94) showed that 76 per had strong feelings towards being
German, while the exact percentage also felt strongly about being a citizen of the GDR.
Clearly, loyalties which encompassed both the GDR and the divided German nation
continued to exist side by side. Furthermore, Infratest showed that although 85 per cent
of responses perceived the FRG and the GDR as two separate states and 31 per cent
regarded the respective other Germany as a foreign country, a strikingly high eighty per

cent continued to uphold the notion of one common people (Kéhler 1992:76).

With gradually increasing material prosperity, political stability and a firm anchoring in
the west which was guaranteed by NATO and the Common Market, West Germans

could live quite satisfactorily without the separated eastern part. Life was more

% Since 1968, Infratest had conducted surveys by combining participant observations and indirect

questioning of western visitors to the GDR. Respondents were asked to answer questionnaires in
representation of a person ‘X’ whom they had just visited (Kohler 1992:60).
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prosperous, stable, free and secure than ever before in German history. Against such
pleasing conditions, the situation of the compatriots across the Iron Curtain fell more
and more into oblivion. This was clearly not the case in the GDR. A simple look at the
data on migration to the FRG served as telling indicators for East Germans’
dissatisfaction with the SED regime.’ Between 1949 and 1988, 3.3 million people left
the GDR and escaped, moved or were expelled to the Federal Republic which

represented an annual average of 82,500.

The people of the GDR remained ‘fixated” (Weber 1993:108) on the more prosperous,
more democratic and freer Federal Republic. Without anticipating analytical results of
the subsequent chapters, the staggering migration statistics alone revealed that
Easterners persistently perceived West Germany as the land of dreams which was far
superior to one’s own state. Fostered by gradually growing cross border traffic* and
foremost by western television which was widely received in the east,’ images of a
better life across the Iron Curtain permeated the eastern public psyche. Despite the
considerable danger that was involved when attempting to cross the border illegally and
despite political harasément when applying for emigration, the possibility of improving
one’s situation by moving or escaping to the FRG,® kept the western Ldnder as

territorial identity markers in the minds of East Germans.

* The number of total emigrants (refugees and authorised emigration) averaged around 200,000 per year
between 1949 and 1961 with a high point of 330,000 in 1953; the year of the workers’ uprising. In the first
five years following the building of the Wall, some 32,000 per year left the GDR. Thereafter, total
emigration dropped gradually to some 15,000 in the 1970’s. In 1984, the flow increased significantly to
40,000, since large numbers of long-time applicants were granted permission to leave. Between 1985 and
1988 emigration averaged 27,000 (Ammer 1989:1207).
* Prior to 1986, only two per cent of Easterners aged 14 to 29 had visited the FRG. For people aged 30 to
49, figures totalled 18 per cent and 80 per cent of East Germans over the age of fifty had the opportunity
to visit the other Germany. In 1988 however, percentages had changed significantly: 14 per cent for
people aged 14 to 29, 33 per cent for the middle generation and 54 per cent for the over fifty year-olds
(Kohler 1992:75).
° A notable exception represented the low-lying area around Dresden which East Germans therefore
referred to as the ‘valley of those who do not know’.
% On the concepts of exit and voice in the GDR see: Hirschmann 1995:9-44.
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The attractiveness of the Federal Republic was further helped by common cultural
attributes, such as language and history, which eased the identification with West
Germany as a part of one’s territorial repository of emotional attachments. Also, the
Grundgesetz (Basic Law or constitution) of the Federal Republic automatically gave
East Germans citizenship of the FRG. As such, Easterners were entitled to the social
services and welfare benefits of West Germany. Hence, the real emigration of friends
and family members, the continuing hope for emigration, sporadic visits by Westerners,
as well as western television pictures kept the Federal Republic in the public psyche of
East Germany. The experienced deficiencies of the SED state including the provision of
consumer goods, civic liberties or inadequate material standards further manifested
perceptions of West Germany as a normative proposal of freedom and prosperity. In
contrast to the Federal Republic, territorial identities in East Germany were not clear-
cut. Instead, they were double sided. On the one hand stood the real experiences of the
GDR, where one grew up and had his or her formative life experiences. On the other
hand however, the illusory Federal Republic stood as a reminder of the potential of

one’s existence which all too often was in sharp contrast to reality.
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2.4. Conclusion

With the fall of the Wall and the opening of several border crossings in the autumn of
1989, the collective fixation on the west, accumulated interest and curiosity resulted in a
rush across the border. By November 1992, only seven per cent of Easterners had not
paid a visit to the western Ldnder (Politbarometer). This high level of interest h;)wever,
was not met by western compatriots. In 1990, the share of main holidays of West
Germans (usually in the summer) which had the new Ldnder as their destination totalled
only 2.5. per cent. In contrast, 32 per cent of all East German holidays were spent in the
old Federal Republic. By 1991, the western figures had increased only marginally to 2.7
per cent, while the old Ldnder continued to be equally attractive to Easterners with a
share of 33 per cent of all main holidays (Deutscher Reisebiiro-Verband 1995).
Although the data did not include any short-term visits, the figures nonetheless indicated
the remarkable low level of interest amongst West Germans in the new Ldnder. When
visiting the former GDR in the aftermath of 1989, the limited numbers of western cars
and western visitors, even in regions bordering the old Ldnder were a surprising - yet
obvious feature. Although the tourist infrastructure was still rudimentary at the outset of
unification, Westerners nonetheless disregarded the attractiveness of eastern towns and
countryside and did not consider the opportunity to experience first-hand and without
travel restrictions the state of political, economic and social affairs across the former
border. The strikingly low ratio of holidays spent in the east pointed towards a lack of
curiosity and interest amongst West Germans. The East German pent-up curiosity and

eagerness to see the west had no emotional equivalent in the old Ldnder.

It is against this imperative that one has to judge the transformation processes in the

aftermath of 1989. East Germans perceived the west as the promised land and regarded

the unified nation as an eventual political goal which would give them political freedom,

human rights and material prosperity. A look at the changing momentum of the October
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and November demonstrations of 1989 served as a telling indicator. Calls for reforming
Socialism within the GDR gradually gave way to an overwhelming support for joining
the political, economic and social structures of the Federal Republic (Zwahr 1993) and
choruses proclaiming ‘we are the people’ were gradually superseded by ‘we are one
people’. Attitudes towards unification were fundamentally positive in both east and
west. For West Germans however, the historic chance to unite the nation did not
represent the unfulfilled and desperately pursued political dream which finally came
true. While West Germans had conveniently accommodated the fact of the division, East
Germans had lamented over it. From the beginning, unification therefore started on an
uneven footing, perfectly exemplified by the satirical joke on a prominent slogan of the
eastern revolution. The Easterners’ call for ‘Wir sind ein Volk’ (we are one people) was

merely answered by Westerners with a cynical ‘so are we”’.

One has to ask what made West Germans pass off their territorial identity of the divided
nation and what elements compensated for the lacking loyalty to the German territory
consisting of both eastern and western Ldnder? In return, why were East Germans so
eager to maintain and develop loyalties towards the Federal Republic? It is against this
ambivalence that the study turns to the analyses of economics, citizenship, mass culture

and ethnicity within the transformation processes of unification.
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CHAPTER THREE: ECONOMICS

3.1. Conceptualising Economics

A decisive cause for the peaceful revolution of 1989 was the aspiration to buy
material goods, to enjoy consumer choice and to achieve better living standards. In
the early autumn of 1989, banners and chants of the mass demonstrations called for
freedom, democracy and reformed Socialism (Zwahr 1993). Such slogans were
gradually superseded and eventually replaced by material matters. A survey taken in
March 1990 asked East Germans about their expectations from unification. Forty per
cent were looking forward to better living standards and 25 per cent to economic

recovery. Only three per cent however, mentioned democracy (Roth 1991:115-138).

People followed the call of the Deutschmark hoping for levels of affluence that
would match those of their western neighbours. For years, East Germans watched
enviously the standard of prosperity that was displayed on West German television
and in East German so-called ‘intershops’ which sold western products for hard
currency. In return, these experiences drastically revealed the economic and material
shortcomings of the Communist system. They were further highlighted by rare trips
across the Iron Curtain or by western friends, family members or tourists who visited
the GDR. They heightened public discontent since the Federal Republic progressed
from one economic boom to another which persistently widened the gap between the
two Germanys. Although the GDR generated the highest living standards amongst

all Communist countries, the permanent orientation towards the affluent western part
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proved to be a powerful cognitive standard for East Germans which eventually

contributed to the growing scepticism of the population towards their own system.

Unification offered the unique opportunity to make up for decades of lost chances
and material deprivation. In the eyes of Easterners, the market economy was the land
of dreams. For many, the economic miracle that transformed the Federal Republic
after 1949 was just waiting to repeat itself in the eastern Ldnder. In the run-up to the
first federal elections of unified Germany, high expectations were further fuelled by

Chancellor Kohl's promise of ‘blossoming landscapes’ within the near future.

In order to establish an affirmative national identity, these hopes generated by the
arrival of capitalism had to be fulfilled. The improvement of one’s economic
situation was one of the decisive raisons d’étre which sparked the revolution. After
unification, Easterners eventually had to come to the conclusion that the risky and
brave effort of bringing down the totalitarian SED regime - quite literally - had paid
off. The market economy had to offer equal chances and opportunities for both
Westerners and Easterners regarding financial security and social status. For those
who did not benefit from the economic transformation, lower levels of affluence and
fewer opportunities for material success could not have developed into coherent
points of orientation for one’s loyalty and emotional attachment. Of course,
inequalities which resulted from the significant gaps in the provision of material
standards between the FRG and the GDR could not disappear overnight. But they
could only be tolerated if Easterners at least were given the prospect of improving
their economic and social status. Otherwise, frustration and disappointment would
have arisen which severely hampered people’s emotional commitment and

attachment to a unified Germany.

The economic identity of unified Germany addressed those characteristics of the

market economy that generated material security. Hence, the sphere of work as the
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basic means of securing financial competence and participation in the consumer
society possessed a central position. In general, work represents a potential realm for
individual self-realisation and social recognition. Work, its ethic, value and status
however, are determined by structural characteristics of the respective economic
system. Here, the GDR possessed fundamentally different features than the Federal
Republic. In East Germany, state and party organised the individual’s life. The East
German worker was given a job and he or she had to fulfil targets which were set by
a centralised apparatus. The nationalisation of most of the economic production, as
well as the ideologically streamlined education system oppressed initiative, self-
responsibility and independence. The collective goal of establishing the Communist
society was paramount to individual ambitions regarding professional, social or
material status. In contrast, the market economy of the Federal Republic emphasised
individuality. Affirmative orientations towards the market economy developed out of
career opportunities and material possessions and merely the prospect of achieving
higher levels of financial, social and professional status generated supportive
economic identities. To benefit from the economic transition in the aftermath of
1989, Easterners were asked to change completely their former Communist
mentality. Market economics depends on innovative individuals. Innovation and

individualism however, were neglected for forty years.

In addition, provision and cost of social services affect the individual’s material
existence. Here, East Germans got used to a tight social net with progressive services
that were supplied by the state and offered comprehensive coverage. Although still a
sophisticated welfare state, this level of security was not provided in unified
Germany. Certain social services were dismantled and costs for housing, living and
medical care increased. Quite logically, people had severe problems in adjusting to
these abrupt changes. In particular, the reorientation regarding employment
represented a crucial issue. In the GDR, work constituted the nucleus of one’s social

existence. Contacts to colleagues extended into private spheres. The collective was
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responsible for social services, such as day care centres for children, leisure or
holidays. In the aftermath of unification, the constitutional right of work of the GDR
turned into fierce competition for a limited number of jobs. Suddenly and for the first
time in their lives, East Germans were confronted with unemployment that affected
not only the individual’s financial security but above all his or her self-esteem. A

life-time guarantee turned into the need for personal effort.

In short, this chapter intends to explain the economic identity of post-unification
eastern Germany by analysing the historical currents and fundamental structural
characteristics of the economic system of the GDR and the FRG. From this point of
departure, it investigates the individual’s work ethic, the value of work and

employment, as well as standards towards the provision of social services.
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3.2. The German Democratic Republic

The Economic Structure

After the collapse of the Third Reich, the industrialisation of the GDR was rendered
difficult by the consequences of war-destruction and Soviet occupation. Industrial
plants and the transport system lay in ruins. Substantial reparations to the USSR
further hampered post-war economic development. Until 1946 over 1000 industrial
plants were dismantled, as were the second tracks of the rail network. In certain
branches, productivity dropped significantly: 80 per cent in iron, 35 per cent in
cement and paper. Additionally, the Soviet Union took reparations from the current
production, mounting to 25 per cent of the overall industrial output and transformed
them into two hundred USSR-owned ‘Soviet Limited Companies’ (Weber 1993:11).
Most notably, a Communist ‘Marshall plan’ did not exist. The GDR had to develop

her industrial base and production entirely by herself without any foreign assistance.

From early on, the GDR followed the Soviet conception of a Socialist economy.
Despite lacking mineral resources and industrial plants, the SED authorities created
an industrial structure that relied on heavy industry, in particular coal and steel,
while neglecting consumer products and services. Industrial policies therefore did
not pay attention to the particular skills of the work force and the present industrial
infra-structure. The opportunity to build up competitive structures in the realm of
chemistry, fine mechanics and optics with the prospect of the development of an
advanced, high-tech oriented industry was lost and rendered to a reliance on ageing
industrial concepts and policies and a ‘simple imitation of the Soviet track’ (Weber
1993:37).

Lacking mineral resources made the GDR largely dependent on foreign imports.
Since foreign exchange reserves were constantly low, the regime tried to keep such

imports as minimal as possible. Mineral oil was largely substituted by brown coal.
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Although the GDR was able to provide the highest living standard of all Comecon
countries, the economic decline became evident by the 1970°s. The VIII. Party
congress of 1971 confidently pronounced an economic expansion, as well as an
envisaged growth in living standards. The strategy was to invest heavily during the
next five years in technology predominantly through western imports. The
subsequent financial liability should be cleared during the second half of the decade

with increased exports.

By 1980, it became clear that the strategy had completely and utterly failed
(Haendcke-Hoppe-Arndt 1995:591). The economic crisis of 1973 sent oil prices to
unexpected heights which had to be compensated by increased exports. The second
oil shock of 1979, the ambitious housing program and western imports of consumer
goods resulted in severe debts. According to Gerhard Schiirer - Head of the Planning
Commission - any attempts to warn Honecker and fellow members of the Politbiiro
about the forthcoming financial catastrophe were in vain. On the contrary, the
Politbiiro chose to ignore the writing on the wall despite the depressing monthly
reports from Schiirer’s office (Hertle 1992: 123-145). Only after 1989 did the full
extent of the financial malaise reach the public. Throughout the past twenty years,
SED-officials (under the knowledge of Honecker and other Politbiiro members) had
facelifted balance-sheets and therefore were able to give the impression that the
financial situation was under control. However by as early as 1978, further loans
were necessary to finance the already existing interest payments. By 1981/82, the
GDR lost her credibility and international banks refused to give further loans
(Haendcke-Hoppe-Arndt 1995:592). Only two substantial loans from the Federal
Republic of one billion Deutschmark each in 1983 and 1984 prevented an early
financial collapse. Nonetheless the authorities were forced to rely on a policy of
autarky which subsequently resulted in severe economic and ecological problems

(GlaeBner 1989:241). By 1989, fundamental mismanagement, lack of innovation and
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investment, as well as structural deficiencies deteriorated and brought the GDR on
the verge of bankruptcy.

From early on, the SED pursued a rigid policy of nationalisation which extensively
covered all economic spheres. In industry, the importance of the VEB - the
volkseigener Betrieb (publicly-owned company) - grew steadily, from 1,764 in 1949
to 5000 a year later. Within three years, the number of their employees doubled from
900,000 in 1950 to 1.7 million in 1953. The USSR gradually passed the ownership
of the ‘Soviet Limited companies’ to the GDR which further increased the number of
VEB’s. By 1951, their share of the industrial production amounted to 79 per cent
(Weber 1993:35). The 1980’s saw a further concentration process. Smaller VEB’s
merged and combinates were introduced. Combinates were designed to place the
various VEB’s under one unified administrative structure. Subsequently, the number
of enterprises dropped from 20,000 to 4,000 within the last 25 years of the GDR’s
existence (Glaefiner 1989:245).

The first step towards agricultural nationalisation was represented in the land reform
of 1945 which broke the power of the Prussian junkers and gave small plots of land
to independent farmers. By the early 1960’s the regime vehemently enforced the
collectivisation of the agrarian sector. Farmers who refused to join supposedly
voluntary LPG’s - Landwirtschaftliche Produktionsgenossenschaft (Agrarian
Production Co-operatives) - were jailed. Propaganda and agitation coerced the
remaining doubters. By 1961, few independent farmers were left. Co-operatives
totalled 19,000 and cultivated 85 per cent of the land, while a further six per cent
was owned by publicly-owned estates (Weber 1993:54).

As for craft, in 1958 still 93 per cent of the total output was produced privately.
However privately-owned businesses were regarded as counterproductive to the

implementation of a Socialist economy. Subsequently the number of private craft
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businesses dropped to 65 per cent in 1961. In retail, the private share decreased even
further, to below 10 per cent (Weber 1993:54). In 1976, the regime slightly reversed
its policies and fostered the establishment of private enterprises in the realm of trade
and retail through subsidies and tax reductions. The regime had to acknowledge that
privately managed shops or restaurants were indispensable for the provision of goods
and services (GlaeBner 1989:247). Hence, small private businesses maintained a
vital position within the industrial sphere. For instance, the private share of output of
craft businesses in 1985 accounted for roughly 60 per cent (Statistical Yearbook
1986:174). The overall ratio of self-employed persons however, remained
persistently low. In 1955, the share still totalled twenty per cent of the work force
but subsequently fell to a mere 3.4 per cent in 1970 and to 2.2 per cent in 1989
(Statistical Yearbook 1990:127).

The planning apparatus functioned under the principle of democratic centralism
which covered three levels: first the central level, comprising of the Council of
Ministers and the institutions with planning authority, such as the State Planning
Commission, the State Inspectorate for Investment, the State Inspectorate for
Balance, the Ministry for Science and Technology, the Ministry of Finance, the
Office of Prices, the Secretariat for Work and Wages, as well as the Ministry for
Material. In addition, for particular sectors of the economy, the respective ministries
also possessed centralised planning authorities; second the regional level, consisting
of councils from districts, counties and towns; third the company level with the
VEB’s and combinates (Glaener 1989:255). Planning had a long-term perspective.
‘Long-term prognoses’ covering the future twenty to thirty years were specified by
‘long-term plans’ (ten to 15 years). These proposals were based on outlines by
VEB’s and combinates and were crafted by various central planning institutions
under the authority of the Council of Ministers which acted according to directives
from the SED. Additionally, councils of districts, towns and regions provided

territorial concepts. Based on these long-term analyses, five-year plans were
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developed in accordance to the intervals between party congresses. Directives for
five-year plans were passed by the party congress and subsequently served as
binding legislation for the entire economy. These five-year plans were then narrowed
down into one-year targets by the various VEB’s, combinates and regional councils
(GlaeBner 1989:262).

By the mid-1960’s the deficiencies in economic planning and co-ordination became
all too obvious. A reform section within the SED introduced the ‘New Economic
System of Planning and Management’ which gained the support of Ulbricht. Its aim
was to integrate the VEB’s into the decision-making system of planning and co-
ordination. Increased self-administration and self-responsibility were supposed to
enhance individual initiative down to shop-floor level. These reform tendencies
however, were confronted with the dilemma of the totalitarian nature of the SED-
state. Individual initiative and self-reliance ran counter to the centralised and
hierarchical principles of the Communist dictatorship. They fundamentally
questioned and challenged the political dogma of the Marxist-Leninist system. The
hierarchical structure of state and society fostered a lack of imagination and
flexibility. The strict top-down pattern of directives and orders made it extremely
difficult for scientists, industrial executives and workers to participate in the
decision-making process. Innovation and progressive concepts, as well as practice-
oriented analyses were lost within the strict hierarchy of the SED state. Economic
policies were consequently trapped between the experts’ demands for reform and the
party-prerogative of absolute dominance and control of internal matters.
Subsequently, reform tendencies were scrutinised and in 1965 reversed by returning
to rigid centralised policies (Weber 1993:62), while the introduction of combinates
in 1979 even further manifested the centralised nature of the GDR economy. This
‘back-and-forth’ pattern of tame reform-tendencies and centralised counter-action, of
experts’ advise and the party’s claim for leadership prevailed as a striking
characteristic throughout the existence of the SED state.
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Given the complicated and complex nature of the planning system it came as no
surprise that the GDR economy had to confront severe disruptions. Adaptation to the
changing world-economic climate, to new innovation and to new technologies was
limited. The correction of ill-perceived future trends and prognoses took a
considerable amount of time, if it was at all possible. The principle of long-term
planning was therefore in stark contradiction to economic success. While the latter
demands long-term vision it always has to be complemented by the ability for short-

term reaction, correction and adaptation.

Work Mentality

The GDR had one of the highest percentages of employed persons in the world. The
numbers consistently increased from 68 per cent in 1955 to eighty per cent in 1988.
These figures do not even include trainees, those who worked for the armed forces,
the police, prisons, or family members in agricultural enterprises (Statistical
Yearbook 1990:390, 1980:346). To a large extent the number of employed women
was responsible for this increase. From early on, the share of females amongst the
work force was considerably high. In 1955, they already totalled 44 per cent and rose
to 49 per cent in 1989 (Statistical Yearbook 1990:130). Unemployment was an
unknown phenomenon. The regime proclaimed the right to work as a vital asset of
Socialism over capitalism and gave it constitutional status. Thus, employment
became a standard which was taken for granted by the population as a natural matter

which goes without saying.

The official political culture of the SED envisaged the development of the Socialist
and eventually Communist society, based on such values as optimism, solidarity,
studiousness, freedom, equality and social justice, and created by the ‘new Socialist
man’ who went through a life-long process of ideologically conditioned and state-

organised education. This anthropological view of the SED - the optimistic belief in
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the possibility to educate man towards an utopian goal - resulted in extremely high
demands and expectations in the economic sphere. They included the acceptance of
the competence and responsibility of the state which was only limited by the
acceptance of the normative leadership function of the SED. The citizen was
expected to commit him or herself to economic growth and the enhancement of
individual technical skills. These demands were complemented by the unanimous
acceptance of the priority of collective and social matters over private and individual

interests (Rytlewski 1989:22, Krisch 1988:158).

Theoretically, economic development therefore was dependent on the active and
voluntary co-operation and engagement of self-sacrificing individuals. Not
surprisingly, the regime gave this participatory role a strong legal status. The
constitution of 1968 proposed a commanding moral commitment to every citizen by
stating the principle of ‘contribute to working, pianning and governing’. The SED
demanded not only an active but furthermore an affirmative participation in the
development of the Communist society. The new Socialist citizen, educated and
guided by ideologically sound agents should willingly contribute. His or her efforts
should not be based on coercion but instead on reason and understanding for one’s

individual responsibility for the general development of society.

Traditional German virtues, such as discipline, sense of duty, diligence, as well as a
certain desire for order and thoroughness corresponded to the SED’s view of work as
a space for personal ambition and self-realisation. They were useful in the attempt to
develop an industrially and technologically advanced society. The GDR’s
ideological propagation of economic development and success tackled a traditionally
high-ranking German enthusiasm towards performance and efficiency (Sontheimer
1990:65). Hence, in the aftermath of World War II, the economic policy of the GDR
initially benefited from the traditional German working ethos and morale in

advancing and developing agrarian and industrial structures. The mentality towards
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work and production had been described as generally positive regarding
performance, division of labour, time efficiency and time management, and
professionalism (Rytlewski 1989:17). In this respect, such grounding principles were
fundamentally similar to the market economy of the Federal Republic.

Nonetheless the East German work mentality was conditioned by a variety of
structural prerogatives which slackened individual work performances. Although the
GDR offered full employment, it could only do so by splitting jobs and spreading the
work load onto more individuals. This significantly reduced the amount of work
which one had to fulfil. Deficiencies in planning and a chronic shortage of parts and
goods further affected the industrial process. The economy was characterised by a
permanent go-slow (Scherer 1991:309) which contributed to reduced demands to the
individual employee who simply did not and could not work to his or her full

potential.

Furthermore, incentives for the individual to improve his or her work performance
were limited. Material stimulation hardly existed because of streamlined wage levels
and a restricted choice of consumer products (Belwe 1989:101). Sanctions which
could have encouraged better work performances were hardly enforced. With a
guaranteed job there was no fear of unemployment and no existentialist coercion to
perform. Working under one’s potential, laziness, dawdling and slackness did not
result in significant material or professional disadvantages. The outdated reliance on

heavy industries prompted a lack of innovation and modernisation.

The centralised nature of the economy had a severe impact on the individual.
Interdiction and control, the permanent task of fulfilling hierarchically-designed,
often unrealistic plans conditioned a lack of imagination, flexibility and
participation. Individualism and private initiative were oppressed. Self-responsibility

was missing, since it was all too easy to blame an abstract party apparatus for
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productivity failures. The chronic weakness and shortage in innovation demonstrated
the system’s lack of creativity and problem-solving capacity. The GDR faced the
prototypical Communist dilemma: the political-ideological indoctrination generated
a monocausal, uniformed view of life which was in sharp contrast to the necessary
requirements of autonomy, individuality, as well as independent and responsible

decision-making in order to modernise an economy.

The economic identity of East Germans was highly ambivalent. Regarding economic
achievements, Easterners undoubtedly showed a certain and well-justified pride.
Asked by the East German Institut fiir Meinungsforschung in 1970, respondents gave
an overall positive approval for the GDR economy. 53 per cent sensed that the GDR
had achieved ‘great success’ in her economic development. 25 per cent attributed a
‘moderate success’, while only 4 per cent saw ‘no success’ at all (Niemann 1993:46).
In contrast, the western-based Infratest revealed in 1973 that East Germans
perceived the provision of consumer goods, as well as economic performance as the
strongest disadvantages of the GDR in comparison to the FRG (K&hler 1992:73).
Moreover, in 1967, the Institut fiir Meinungsforschung asked workers from ten East
Berlin enterprises about economic and political problems. 52 per cent were
dissatisfied with their general working conditions. Asked about areas of
improvement, 56 per cent mentioned organisation and continuity in production. 53
per cent criticised the provision of material and spare parts, while 46 per cent blamed
lacking financial incentives (Niemann 1993:134,135). Only 25 per cent believed that
the produced goods possessed a world-class standard regarding quality (Niemann
1993:136,137).

At first glance, these perceptions did not correspond to each other. Around 1970,
when the GDR’s economic performance was promising (Weber 1993:82), East
Germans possessed both affirmative and highly critical economic orientations. A

double standard became evident. Since the fixation on the more prosperous western
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counterpart was a common and predominant feature of the GDR psyche, a possible
positive perception of the East German economy could only develop by looking at
the other countries of the Communist hemisphere. Here, the GDR had every reason
for pride. It was an obvious fact to every traveller to Eastern Europe that East
Germany had achieved the most prosperous living standards and even produced
goods which were competitive on the western markets, for instance in optics.
Easterners were proud of their economic productivity and material living standards
as compared to other Comecon countries. This achievement gained an additional
importance since the GDR was forced to rebuild her industrial structure without any
foreign support. Permanent reparations, as well as the almost complete destruction of
the industrial base by the Soviet Union further handicapped post-war development.
Against these achievements, pride and a sense of togetherness amongst the

population were therefore quite justified.

Nonetheless in comparison to the west, the deficiencies in the provision of consumer
goods and the standards of living were all too obvious. Pride in the economic
achievements therefore displayed a classic phenomenon of human nature: the ego-
enhancing comparison of one’s situation with those of the less advanced. This self-
deceit was able to generate into a double-standard source of pride. By the 1980°s
however, the widening gap to the west and the persistent organisational and
structural deficiencies which hardly showed any signs of improvement caused
increasing irritation. Progress was slow and there was little hope that performance
and productivity would result in better standards of living. Economics increasingly

had a disillusioning and depressing connotation.
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The Social System

Educational policies prescribed to the ideal that the Socialist society should offer
every individual equal chances to acquire training and qualifications. From early
childhood, East Germans passed through a complex web of educational agencies.
They included kindergartens, the ten-grade general polytechnic secondary school,
vocational training, the extended secondary school leading to university entry-
qualifications, engineering and other specialised schools, universities, continuous
education (GlaeBiner 1989:284), as well as the East German army NVA (Nationale
Volksarmee). The system was unanimously in state hands. Private agencies were

non-existent.

Benefits and achievements were impressive. Education was generally free. The
percentage of secondary school leavers rose significantly from 54 per cent in 1965 to
87 per cent in 1985 (Statistical Yearbook 1986:297). Equally impressive was the
growth in the number of university students. In 1960, 5.8 per cent of the total
population were registered at one of the 44 universities. By 1975, the numbers had
risen to 8.1 per cent and 54 respectively and remained at this level until 1989. In
comparison, in 1989, university students in the FRG represented only 1.6 per cent of

the population (Statistical Yearbook 1990:364).

Education in the GDR was guided by two fundamental principles. On the one hand it
had to provide the skills, necessary for the development of the economic sector.
Every child attended the mandatory ten-grade polytechnic school. To support the
advancement of the regime’s proclaimed ‘technical revolution’ the curricula
consisted to seventy per cent of such courses as science, mathematics, technology
and economics. This practical orientation found its continuation in the university
system which aimed at training to high technical and scientific standards. Teaching
and research were closely oriented towards practical relevance in the realms of

industry and agriculture (Weber 1993:52). On the other hand, ideological
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prerogatives accompanied students throughout education. The regime not only raised
the expert but furthermore disciplined the loyal Socialist citizen. Education was
understood as the acquisition of Marxist-Leninist principles which should guide the
individual through his or her professional life and provide the ideological base for
one’s place in society. Educational standards presented the individual with a
uniformed view of life through Communist spectacles. Such monocausality however,
stood in sharp contrast to the complex nature of reality (Lemke 1989:87).
Reductionism and simplicity left the student ill-prepared for modern requirements of

change and adaptability.

Additionally, through the selective granting of apprenticeships, student admission
and jobs, the SED was able to actively control career patterns. Compliance with and
adaptation to the political and ideological norms were rewarded by enhanced career
opportunities. Hence, the regime determined the socio-structural development of the
society. Social and professional status were ultimately dependent on party directives,
while the urge to conform and accommodate within the general totalitarian system
ran counter to the development of individuality and motivation to change (Lemke

1989:87).

In 1971, Erich Honecker announced the unity of economic and social policies.
Ulbricht’s successor envisaged increased social service financed through economic
growth. In Honecker’s own terms, ‘the happiness of the people’ (Weber 1993:77)
stood at the core of the considerations of state and party. The GDR’s social system
was complex and extensive. For minimal contributions, East Germans enjoyed
health care, child care facilities, training and education, as well as pensions.
Employment was guaranteed. Rents, energy costs, as well as certain food products
and clothing were heavily subsidised. To some extent, the subsidy system had
bizarre consequences, as exemplified by some LPG’s who fed pigs with bread, for it

was considerably cheaper than the usual hog diet.
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The social system was characterised by a high degree of paternalism. From cradle to
grave, the state inhibited the position of the sole provider in all spheres of life.
Income, consumption, social and physical security, leisure, health and education
were organised by a complex bureaucratic apparatus which determined the social
and economic wants of the population. Ambitions, needs and desires were
streamlined and categorised by apparatschiks. Life followed a beaten centrally
planned track designed and presented by the top-down hierarchy of party and state.
The citizen was placed in the position of a permanent and eternal beneficiary. This
protection however, created dependence and complacency while hampering self-
responsibility. The individual was solely dependant on the bureaucracy and on state
measures. Self-reliance was absent. According to the poet Irene Béhme the state
infantilised the citizen (Meyer 1989:45). Social security acquired a given, obvious
and natural standard. With no space for individual initiative and independence, the

citizen developed into a dependant and obedient recipient.

Nevertheless the social system acquired a high ranking status amongst the
population. In the autumn of 1990, respondents had been asked to evaluate the
particular strengths of the FRG and the GDR (K&hler 1992:78). In the social realm,
East Germany was given a considerably better vote. 91 per cent of respondents
regarded child care in the GDR as superior to that of the FRG. Similarly 72 per cent
praised the GDR’s social security (26 per cent FRG), and 43 per cent the public
welfare work for the individual (22 per cent FRG). The school system was judged by
46 per cent as an advantage of the GDR (39 per cent FRG), while provision of
housing (30 per cent GDR, 34 per cent FRG), as well as social justice (35 per cent
GDR, 33 per cent FRG) had roughly equal support for both east and west.

Nonetheless particular programmes of the GDR’s welfare conception were subject to

criticism. In a survey taken in February 1990, only 12 per cent perceived the care for
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elder people as an advantage of the GDR, while the overwhelming majority (64 per
cent) mentioned the FRG (Forster and Roski 1990:125). The same applied to the
quality of medical care (15 per cent GDR, 62 per cent FRG) and to decent housing
conditions (18 per cent GDR, 48 per cent FRG). It seemed that East Germans
generally appreciated the comprehensive nature of the social system. Social services
provided a secure life which safeguarded against illness and age and offered
educational and professional opportunities to every member of society, albeit within
established ideological tracks. Despite its care from cradle to grave however, certain
services, such as medical care or housing were seen as more efficient and
sophisticated in the FRG. The comprehensive design was highly welcomed, while
practical operation displayed deficiencies. Quantity was appreciated but quality

criticised.
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3.3. The Federal Republic

The development of the West German economy after the collapse of the Third Reich
had been described widely as an economic miracle. Already by the 1950's the
Wirtschaftswunder was well under way. Growth rates of ten per cent were no
exception, while the generated wealth benefited broad segments of society.
Gradually, the degree of financial stability, social security, industrial harmony, living

standards and material prosperity became the envy of Europe.

Work Structure and Work Mentality

The strong economic performance contributed immensely to the stabilisation of the
young Republic. Amidst the Cold War antagonism, the division of the nation and the
shameful legacy of the Third Reich, the economic realm provided a formative focus
and a source for self esteem and pride. The economic slogan of the 1950's ‘Es geht
wieder aufwdrts’ (things are looking up) became a general motto for West Germans,
who trusted their new system in generating constant and formerly unsurpassed levels
of prosperity. Until the mid 1960’s full employment, low inflation, export surpluses,
increasing incomes, expanding social services, and growing public investment in
schools, universities, hospitals and the highway system became a given standard
(Schmid 1990:228). Table 3.1. demonstrates the ever-growing satisfaction with the
market economy. While in 1951, a planning system was favoured by nearly half of
respondents and only one third supported a free market, the figures had already
reversed by 1953. Twenty years onward, market economics enjoyed almost

unanimous approval.
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Table 3.1. Approval of the Market Economy in West Germany (percentages)

Question: You have the choice between market economy and planned economy. Which do you prefer?

1951 1953 1961 1974
planned 47 31 27 19
market 37 54 60 70
do not know 16 15 13 11

Source: Noelle-Neumann 1981:300

The concentration on the economic recovery served as a strong integrative factor.

The general striving for material success was a cognitive point of orientation for the
millions of refugees who tried to establish themselves in a new environment. The
same applied to the masses of Nazi-followers who mostly managed to slip through
the loose nets of de-nazification measures (see Chapter Four). Because of the
economic success, formerly anti-democratic forces saw no reason for political
opposition to democracy (Fulbrook 1994:217). The widespread and consistent
satisfaction with the economy prompted the philosopher Jiirgen Habermas to refer to

this new-found pride as ‘Deutschmarknationalismus’ (Habermas 1990).

The positive orientation towards the economy had its roots in the progressive
concept of Ludwig Erhard’s Soziale Marktwirtschaft (social market economy).
Adenauer’s Minister for Economic Affairs argued that market capitalism had to
benefit both business and employees, while economic profits should partly be used
to craft and finance an extensive social net. Soziale Marktwirtschaft meant the
reconciliation and parallel importance of a competitive economy, accompanied by
social justice, shorter working hours and wage increases. In addition, labour relations
were characterised by Friedenspflicht (roughly translated as obligation for peace)
which implied that negotiated terms within the process of collective bargaining
between trade unions and employers associations were absolutely binding. In case of
disagreement over wages, working hours or redundant workers, a mediation through
a third and neutral party was required by law. Also, Mitbestimmung (co-
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determination) of the work force which was initially designed to weaken the powers
of heavy industry through union control, was a further piece of the social market
economy. Trade-union representatives were granted seats on company-boards which
safeguarded their influence on such matters as recruitment, promotion, dismissal or
working conditions. These structural requisites proved to be highly successful since

labour conflicts, strikes and lock-outs remained remarkably rare.

Despite these labour-friendly features, the Soziale Marktwirtschaft nevertheless
displayed the typical characteristics of a market economy. Competition and
competitiveness represented the bases for innovation and the striving for
technological perfectionism accompanied by increasing prosperity. Higher salaries
and promotion constituted the incentives for the individual’s work performance.
Social status was largely determined by one’s professional status, income and
prestigious job. Work was regarded as a sphere for self-realisation. Table 3.2 shows
that such active attitudes to work as fun, commitment, challenge and ambition were

more widespread than the passive notions of duty, routine or delegation.

Table 3.2. Attitudes Towards Work in West Germany, 1990 (percentages)

response category absolutely true more or less true
Work has to be fun and should interest me 70 25

I am committed to my work 59 33

I like new challenges 48 38

I have ambitious goals in my career 26 37

Work is primarily duty 27 35

Work is routine 16 34

I like being told exactly what I have to do 10 23

n: 5518

Source: Gruner und Jahr 1990: 282.
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The sphere of work was regarded as a source for self esteem, fuelled by a craving for
recognition and a striving for material and social prestige. A further incentive for
improved work performances was represented in the prospect of dismissal although
it was significantly softened by a complex labour legislation that offered the

employee protection against unfair and disproportionate removal.

The Social System

The proportion of GDP allocated to social expenditure was persistently high in the
Federal Republic. Between 1960 and 1981 the share rose from 20.5 per cent to 31.5
per cent which established the FRG in the top group of western nations. In 1981 it
was only surpassed by Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands and Belgium, but ahead
of the United States, Japan, Switzerland, and significantly ahead of the Socialist
countries (OECD 1985:81,21). West Germany followed the model of a conservative-
reformist welfare state, holding a position between the social democratic concept of,
for instance Sweden, and the liberal selective version of Japan and the US (Schmidt
1990:126 ). The social system of the Federal Republic offered security against such
standard risks as age, invalidity, accident, sickness, unemployment and other loss of
income, as well as further support schemes, such as children’s allowance or rent
subsidies. The booming economy, absence of recessions, low inflation and full
employment (since the end of the 1950°’s) constituted the bases for increasing
prosperity that safeguarded the development and further advancement of the social
state. The expanding number of employees and growing wages increased tax

revenues as well as the income of social insurance.

However the FRG did not offer total public assistance. Social policies paid reference
to the utmost principle of the Federal Republic - currency stability - on which social
security was ultimately based (Schmidt 1990:130). Also, the extent of social reforms

was tied to the increase of productivity and competitiveness (Mertes 1994:11). A
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further threshold for the state’s social intervention was guided by the subsidiary
principle. Based on the Catholic social doctrine, responsibility rested with the
smallest social circle that is capable of solving arising problems (Rudzio 1991:133).
Hence, public social measures came into effect only in those cases where social
security could not be safeguarded by private, non-state measures such as gainful
employment or family support. The state therefore functioned as a final source and

not as the automatic guarantor of security.

Throughout the existence of the Bonn Republic, the commitment to the welfare state
did not evaporate. Despite the economic recessions of 1966/67, 1974/75, 1981/82,
and despite changing governmental coalitions the fundamental security measures
remained intact. Based on the traumatic experiences of Weimar and the Nazi-era, a
broad political consensus prevailed which perceived a wide social safety net as the
safeguard for inner political stability (Schmidt 1990:130). Thus, social reforms were
not the exclusive agenda of Social Democrats but instead transcended party
boundaries. All democratic parties acknowledged their central importance within the
establishment of the new democratic society. In contrast to the hegemony of the
Swedish Social Democratic Party, the Federal Republic was in this respect
characterised by a rigid party competition. Both Social and Christian Democrats
were reform-oriented and committed to the advancement of the welfare state, while
the social agenda became a battleground for the voter’s support. Furthermore, with
the emerging Cold War social policies were perceived as an essential field of
competition between Capitalism and Socialism in general, and between the GDR and
the FRG in particular (Schmidt 1990:141), which fostered the establishment of ever

more comprehensive welfare measures.

Although the welfare state was gradually taken for granted, it was not a right ‘per
se’. The Basic Law gave only limited attention to social justice, while social rights,

such as the right of work, of education, of housing, etc. were missing. Instead, the
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constitutional principle of the Sozialstaat (social state) only referred to the legislative
obligation to foster social balance, as well as to guarantee a minimum of social
security. The prerogative of the Sozialstaat merely constituted a normative focus for
the state. However it was not a social guarantee or a factual claim for the individual
(Degenhardt 1988:303-315). In contrast to the GDR, a constitutional right to work
did not exist. The state provided the social boundary which offered security against
standard risks. Within these however, the individual had a high degree of self-

responsibility for his or her financial and social security.

However vague the constitutional formulations were, they nevertheless generated a
standard amongst the West German population regarding the social responsibilities
of the state. The Sozialstaat was in reality a coercing principle for political parties, as
well as for trade and business unions. West Germans could only enjoy these
progressive social reforms in return for high tax burdens and significant health care
contributions. The public expectation of a continuous provision of welfare measures
was therefore expected out of considerable individual contributions. People paid a
high price for their welfare state and thus sensed that the state was obliged to give
social programmes in return. This notion was market-oriented in the sense of
‘service-for-money’. With the country’s increasing prosperity, people sensed that the
state was even more obliged to offer comprehensive and extensive social measures in

return. Nonetheless the Sozialstaat was not an automatic prerogative.

During the 1960’s and with the exception of 1966/67, the Federal Republic enjoyed
full employment. At the end of the 1960’s and during the early 1970’s there was
even a shortage of workers which was compensated by inviting 2.5 million foreign
Gastarbeiter (guest workers). The first recession of 1966/67 came as a sudden shock
and temporarily brought the economic miracle to an end. For the first time, the
Federal Republic was facing severe unemployment problems with numbers growing

to over one million. The two subsequent economic crises of 1974/75 and 1980/81
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further manifested unemployment on the political agenda. Although in the aftermath
of the crises, inflation, productivity and balance of payments were kept under

control, unemployment remained a staggering problem.

Table 3.3. Unemployment in West Germany (1980-1989)
unemployed (1000)  unemployment rate (per cent)

1980 888.9 3.8
1985 2304.0 9.3
1989 2037.8 7.9

Source: Statistical Yearbook FRG, 1990:130

The average rate of unemployment rose from one per cent between 1963 and 1973 to
3.2 per cent between 1974 and 1979 and to six per cent between 1980 and 1985
(Schmid 1990: 230). A further stress on the job market was prevented by sending
around one million Gastarbeiter back to their countries of origin. For West German
employees between 60 and 64, social policies offered early retirement which
subsequently reduced their employment rate from 75 per cent in 1970 to 33 per cent

in 1985.

Between 1974 and 1983 one third of the work force had at one stage experienced
unemployment. For a significant number of West Germans the experience - or at
least the prospect - of unemployment became a familiar feature of life. The number
of long-term cases with little employment prospects grew steadily. In 1970 only ten
per cent of the unemployed could not find a job for more than one year. By 1985 the
number increased to one third (Schmid 1990:233).

Unemployment amongst the young was kept under control. Although in 1982, the
unemployment rate of under 20-year olds was 10.7 per cent, by 1989 the figures had
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dropped to 3.9 per cent. These relatively low percentages were in part the effect of
the unique apprenticeship system of the Federal Republic.' Still, the integration of
post-trainees remained difficult. In 1982, 19.6 per cent of young adults aged 20 to 25
were without a job against the backdrop of an average unemployment rate of 7.5 per
cent. In 1989, the amount of 13.4 per cent was still significantly above the overall
rate of 7.9 per cent (Statistical Yearbook 1990:110,111; 1983:109). Still, in
international comparison to other countries like France, Italy or the US

unemployment amongst the young was relatively moderate (Schmid 1990:234).

The Federal Republic never followed a policy of full employment, as for instance
Sweden or Austria had done. By the end of the 1980’s Bonn had to confront even
further stress on the labour market because of growing automation and technological
advancement. Government, industry and unions discussed proposals of job-sharing,
time-sharing or a four-day working week. The aim was to reduce the working hours
of broad segments of the work force which could compensate for the total loss of
employment of a few. Various institutional measures tried to counter the malaise.
Unemployment insurance was financed through equal contributions by employer and

employee, whereas both parties paid two per cent each of the latter’s gross income.

The Federal Office for Employment (Bundesanstalt fiir Arbeit - BfA) offered
training and vocational rehabilitation and possessed a monopoly on mediating vacant
positions. Most participants in these courses significantly increased their chances of
employment and found work relatively soon (Schmid 1990:240). Training measures
significantly relieved stress on the job market which was estimated to amount to
100,000 people  (Schmid  1990:240).  Publicly  funded  projects
(Arbeitsbeschaffungsmafinahmen - ABM) created further jobs, while advancing the

' The publicly regulated and supervised German Internship scheme represents a dual education
process. Over a two-year or three-year period, participants devote around half of their studies to
practical training. The remaining part consists of various courses to be taken at public training
academies designed for the various professions.
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qualification levels of the participants. By the end of the 1980’s around 100,000
unemployed were engaged in such projects (Schmid 1990:242). The Federal Office
also granted financial support to those enterprises which for economic reasons were
forced to reduce the working hours of their labour force by compensating for the
employees’ loss of income (Kurzarbeitergeld). Governmental policies and measures
however, could only to some extent improve the precarious situation. By the mid
1980°’s, education and training, part-time work and public projects relieved
unemployment figures by around 400,000, which constituted between 1.5 and two
per cent of the total work force (Schmid 1990:245).

To summarise, unemployment established itself as a social phenomenon. Broad
segments of society had to familiarise themselves with the experience or prospect of
being laid off. Various measures by the state prevented the overwhelming majority
from facing existentialist crises. Unemployment benefits provided for a certain
financial back-up. Publicly-funded projects and employment mediation fostered a re-
integration into the labour force. The results of these measures were largely positive,
although a considerable number could not find a job on a long-term basis which
caused bitterness, disillusionment, social and financial hardship. For the large
majority however, unemployment represented an albeit problematic but manageable
and temporary phase in their lives. Aided by public institutions and programmes,
one’s own initiative and eagerness to regain the former social and material status
provided for a certain flexibility and adaptability in pursuing higher qualification
levels or seeking different jobs in different economic sectors. Most significantly and
in contrast to other western nations, adulthood did not start on a sour note, since the
FRG managed to integrate most of her young work force. An affirmative experience
towards the country’s economic system was therefore granted from the beginning of

an individual’s working phase in life.
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3.5. The New Linder

The Economic Structure

The currency reform of July 1990 integrated eastern Germany within the economic
structure of the Federal Republic. The legal framework, the Deutschmark and the
free market were abruptly introduced to the eastern Ldnder. The decision by Bonn to
pursue a shock therapy did not fail to produce an immediate impact. When revisiting
the former GDR after the first years of transition one was struck by the vast changes
in the economic sphere. Between 1991 and 1995 the net transfer of public funds
from west to east rose from an annual 110 to over 150 billion Deutschmark. Roads,
rail tracks, airports, motorways and the telephone system had been modernised or
newly built. Western consumer outlets were offering their goods and services
throughout the region. Entire economic sectors had to be established from scratch,
such as banking, insurance or retail. Until the end of 1993, the overall investment of
private industries totalled 340 billion Deutschmark (Asche 1994:233). New
businesses opened and former state-owned firms were reorganised under new
ownership. Small enterprises sprung up, creating a Mittelstand, a formerly missing
class of small and medium-sized independent businesses. In the four years following
the currency reform, some 870,000 new businesses had been registered, while

450,000 were forced to close down (see Table 3.4.).

Table 3.4. New Businesses in the New Linder and East Berlin

New businesses closures difference
1991 292,997 99,767 + 193,230
1992 214,316 120,768 + 93,548
1993 190,032 113,557 + 76,475
1994 170,782 119,300 + 51,482
1991 - 1994 868,127 453,392 + 414,735

Source: Statistical Yearbook 1995:129.
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Privatisation proceeded much faster in comparison to other former Communist
countries. The Treuhandanstalt, the public but highly independent trustee agency
was responsible for privatising the former state-owned enterprises of the GDR
aiming to restructure, rationalise and refinance them in order to compete within a
market environment. At the time of unification, the Treuhand administered around
14,000 companies. Only small businesses such as pubs, restaurants and pharmacies
were excluded. With the agency, Bonn had established overnight the world’s biggest
industrial conglomerate. At the end of 1994 the Treuhand had fulfilled its core task
of privatisation and all but 60 firms had been sold (Eisenhammer 1995:7).2

Wages increased continuously. Between 1991 and 1994, basic wages in the East rose
by 53 per cent. Although western levels have yet to be equalled, trade unions
equipped with experienced western staff were able to negotiate highly advantageous
contracts. The financial situation for East German employees improved significantly.
The choice of goods quickly approached western standards and people had the
money surplus to purchase them. In mid-1994 the purchasing power had already
reached between 70 and 80 per cent of the west which more than outweighed the 35
per cent rise in living costs (Asche 1994:234). The percentage of respondents who
claimed that they could afford more since unification rose from 27 per cent in

August 1990 to 47 per cent in April 1994 (Gensicke 1994:807).}

Financial means increased significantly. Prior to unification, the Ostmark had a
market exchange rate of approximately 4.50 to 1 to the Deutschmark. Chancellor
Kohl's decision to introduce an average 1.8 conversion rate turned the sizeable East

German savings into a respectable financial surplus. In 1993, the sum of private

2 The agency is still in operation albeit on a much smaller scale. One of its successor organisations, the
Bundesanstalt fiir vereinigungsbedingte Sonderaufgaben is responsible for supervising contractual
obligations made by purchasers of sold businesses. As a second successor, the Beteiliungs-
Management Gesellschaft supervises the remaining un-privatised enterprises (Eckart 1995:585).
? During the same period the percentage who could afford equal standards dropped from 57 per cent to
37 per cent, while the number of people who could spent less stayed at 16 per cent.
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financial capital doubled in comparison to 1992 and reached DM 35 billion (Asche
1994:235). In this respect, the market economy provided for exciting prospects of

prosperity and participation in the consumer society.

However these clear indicators of a successful and rapid economic transformation
were overshadowed by the state of the eastern German economy. During the initial
unification euphoria unrealistic parallels were drawn to the successful post-war
transformation of the West German economy after World War II which lead to a
fundamental misjudgement of the extent of the structural deficiencies. In 1991,
Detlev Rohwedder, the first head of the Treuhand, who was later assassinated by
Red Army Faction terrorists estimated that the sell-off of the GDR’s state-owned
enterprises would result in revenues of 600 billion DM. In the end, the Treuhand

recorded losses of 265 billion DM.

After unification, productivity fell by more than half, down to 35 per cent of the
western standard. Production costs were twenty per cent above the already high
levels of the old Ldnder. Industrial production rapidly declined. By 1991 it had
reached a mere one-third of that of 1989. Many enterprises without any hope of
reaching profitable standards in the future closed down. Analysts were quick to offer
cogent explanations. The 1.8 conversion of the Ostmark was regarded as
economically unwise. Political necessities however, superseded economical
rationality. Against a growing tide of emigration from the east, the government was
forced to provide a generous financial package which was able to convince
Easterners not to move to the prosperous west. It also served as a welcoming gesture,
expressing the spirit of uniting the nation, not only in territorial but moreover in

social and financial terms.

Although the GDR claimed to be the 10th industrial power in the world, economic

deficiencies were revealed drastically in open competition. Infrastructure had been
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neglected for years. Capital stock was worthless. State-owned firms of the GDR
were highly overstaffed. The constitutional right of work resulted in astonishingly
high labour forces in enterprises, as well as in the administrative sector. They stood
in no relation to the degree of productivity. With the introduction of the free market,
managers did not hesitate to reduce labour capacities. These efforts towards better
efficiency and competitiveness were undertaken in a climate of disadvantageous
economic circumstances. Despite massive public subsidies to improve infrastructure
and communication systems, eastern firms had to confront rising labour costs, legal
obstacles over ownership questions and administrative inefficiencies. The
breakdown of the formerly important markets of Eastern Europe, as well as the
general world-wide recession added to this precarious situation. Foreign business
remained reluctant to invest in the new Ldnder. To secure the market in the east,
companies preferred to ship supply from outside instead of investing directly in the

region.

The issue of ownership represented a severe damper to economic activity. In the
days of the GDR, people acquired land and property according to the contemporary
status of law. This right was now questioned by former owners who were
expropriated in the aftermath of World War II. Conflicting claims on confiscated
property were the consequence. It made the Treuhand’s ambition of selling and
breaking up the vast state conglomerates a difficult task of utmost proportions. The
government’s decision to favour restitution over compensation meant that every
property claim had to be processed. Legal battles over ownership stretched over
years. Consequently, notions of distrust, anger and hatred towards the new
authorities and the new legal system emerged quickly. Legal controversies formed
psychological barriers between east and west, between defendants and plaintiffs,

between winners and losers in the post-unification battle of property.
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The Treuhand attracted western opportunistic businesses people, eager to take
advantage of the agency’s requirement to proceed rapidly with selling and

restructuring. According to one official of the Treuhand

‘the jackals were everywhere, people looking to snap up companies and flog
them for the real estate...In those first two years there was never time to check
out investors properly. It was a mass business and everything had to go’
(Eisenhammer 1995:7).

This gold-digging mentality caused further resentment amongst Easterners. The
massive take-over of eastern firms by western managers accompanied by lacking
commitment to local matters, job losses and cases of bribery brought harsh feelings
of anger and disgust - of a colonisation of the east by the prosperous and scrupulous
west. Gold digging was further encouraged by Treuhand policies. The agency was
hard pressed to sell off unattractive units. Quite often, it attracted only one bidder. It
therefore came as no surprise that governmental inducements regularly totalled forty

per cent of the costs (Eisenhammer 1995:7).

Until 1992, the government pursued a policy of moderate tax increases (tobacco,
insurance, petrol, telephone). A solidarity token of 3.75 per cent of one’s income tax
had to be paid by all employees in 1991 and 1992. By 1992 it became clear that
these revenues amounted to only 23 per cent of the required transfer payments to the
east (Der Spiegel, April 27, 1992:20). Subsequently, the political rhetoric evolved
around mutual accusations of responsibility between the respective economic actors.
Employers argued for cuts in wages, trade unions for increased taxes on business
profits, while federal, state and local authorities blamed each other for excessive
spending. It became obvious that the unforeseeable extent of the costs of unification
and of the reorganisation of the eastern economy caught political and economic
elites by surprise. By 1995, the government had re-introduced the solidarity token

with a rate of 7.5 per cent with an envisaged reduction to 5.5 per cent by 1998.
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In contrast to governmental authorities and economic analysts, East Germans
initially were more realistic as to the amount of time it would require to approximate
living conditions between east and west. In the spring of 1990, Easterners sensed
that it would take an average of seven years in order to reach the western level of
affluence (Férster and Roski 1990:67).* Hence, only a small proportion of East
Germans had the illusion that prosperity would come within a short period of time.
From early on in the unification process people had already realised that the
economic gap between east and west was far too wide to allow for a rapid

approximation.

However in the early days of unification, the political rhetoric gave the impression of
an albeit historic and challenging but nevertheless manageable task. In the run-up to
the federal elections in December 1990, Chancellor Kohl’s promise of blossoming
landscapes earned him considerable support in the new Ldnder and was taken as a
promise. The political rhetoric that the market economy single-handedly could
finance the colossal transformation processes fostered a mixture of naiveté and
optimism. Political decisions were determined by political pressure to seize the
historical opportunity of unification. Thus decisive measures, such as the
approximation of wages and the conversion of the Ostmark were made hastily,
regardless of their economic consequences. This initial positive outlook on the
manageability of unification left the public in both east and west ill-prepared for the
enormous task of unification, including economic restructuring, unemployment and

financial burdens.

Expectations regarding the speed and practicability of unification were increasingly
out of proportion. Impatience in the east was accompanied by ignorance in the west.
The aversion against unification grew steadily. In 1991, two-thirds of all Westerners

sensed that the limit of acceptable financial burdens had been reached (Der Spiegel,

* The responses differed only slightly according to age or party allegiances with the margin of answers
lying between 6.5 and eight years.
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January 18, 1993:53). Although West Germans regarded the collapse of Communism
as a unique chance in history, they were not willing to confront the upcoming and

foreseeable financial and economic burden.

Table 3.5. East Germans and the Approximation of Living Standards (cumulated data, percentages)

Question: Are you satisfied with the actions taken to approximate living standards between east and

west?
1992 1994
satisfied 272 359
not satisfied 72.3 63.6
no answer 0.5 0.5
n 8587 4297

Source: Politbarometer.

As shown in Table 3.5., in 1992, 72 per cent of East German respondents were
dissatisfied with the approximation of living conditions. By the end of 1994, the
figures were still considerably high and amounted to 64 per cent. Supporters for the
PDS, as well as the middle generation between 25 and 40 year-olds were particularly
critical.’ This widespread dissatisfaction can be explained by the prevalent notion of
comparing the current economic situation with the much higher level of prosperity in
western Germany, but not with the status quo of the old GDR or of other ex-

Communist countries.

5 In October 1994, for instance, dissatisfaction amongst PDS supporters amounted to 82 per cent. For
those between 25 and 40, disapproval rates rose to 70 per cent (age 25 to 29) and 68 per cent (age 30
to 39).
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Table 3.6. Evaluation of Economic Situation in Comparison to GDR (cumulated data, percentages)
Question: In comparison to the days of the GDR, in economical terms do you now fare better, worse

or is there no difference at all?

1992 1993 1994
better 46.8 49.1 53.5
worse 21.7 22,6 19.0
no difference 31.1 27.5 26.8
no answer 0.4 0.8 0.7
n 1080 2062 1068

Source: Politbarometer.

In reality however, people realised that their personal situation had improved. Table
3.6. shows that in 1992 47 per cent evaluated their economic standard as better in
comparison to the old days of the GDR. By 1994, the figures had increased to a solid
54 per cent. This notion seemed rather logical, since the FRG represented a blueprint
of life for the people in the former GDR. For decades, East Germans watched
enviously the increasing material wealth as expressed on western TV and as
displayed by western visitors. By the 1980's, the growing number of tourist visas
issued by the state provided for an additional hands-on experience of life in the west.
West German standards and images of prosperity had already penetrated East
Germany prior to the revolution and served as a normative focal point. Since the
orientation towards western levels of affluence was one of the contributing factors
that brought down the SED regime, the continuous comparison and evaluation in the
aftermath of 1989 seemed only logical in particular since the political and economic
principles which created the western material wealth were now introduced to the
east. Thus, the salary gap between east and west caused widespread bewilderment
and dissatisfaction. Over a period of 31 months, the figures of disapproval hardly
changed. In February 1991, 85 per cent and still 79 per cent in November 1993

thought of the wage difference as being unjust (Politbarometer).
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The blame for the economic malaise was directed against the economic and political
elites which orchestrated the change. Table 3.7. demonstrates that the overwhelming
majority of eastern respondents thought that Bonn was not doing enough for the
approximation of living conditions between east and west. The figures only changed
slightly between 1992 and 1994. PDS supporters and respondents between age 25 to
50 were particularly critical.® The same applied to west German managers, where 88
per cent agreed that measures by western industries were not sufficient

(Politbarometer).

Table 3.7. East German Attitudes Towards the Federal Government (cumulated data, percentages)

Question: Is Bonn doing enough for the approximation of living standards between east and west?

1992 (*) 1993 1994
too much -- 0.7 0.7
too little 81.3 77.8 74.8
just right 17.9 20.9 23.9
no answer 0.8 0.6 0.6
n 8587 4227 4297

*: in 1992 “too little’ and ‘just right’ were replaced by ‘not enough’ and ‘enough’.

Source: Politbarometer.

The work of the Treuhand was perceived even more critically. In 1992, 92 per cent
held the opinion, that the Treuhand did not fulfil its task properly. A year later, the
figure rose to 94 per cent. In the east, the Treuhand became the symbol of merciless
western capitalism, western arrogance and colonisation. Rohwedder’s successor
Birgit Breuel acknowledged the scapegoat function of the agency and stated that ‘for
four years we protected the backs of the politicians by taking unpopular decisions’

(Eisenhammer 1995:7).

¢ In October 1994, for instance, dissatisfaction amongst PDS supporters totalled 91 per cent. For those
between age 25 and 50, disapproval rates amounted to 82 per cent (age 25 to 29) and 81 per cent (age
40 to 49).
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Table 3.8. East Germans’ Evaluation of the Treuhand (cumulated data, percentages)
Question: Did the Treuhand fulfil its task ...

1992 1993
rather well 6.5 4.7
not so good 92.1 93.8
no answer 14 1.5
n 4249 4165

Source: Politbarometer

Furthermore, Easterners developed the notion that they alone had to carry the burden
of unification while the rich western neighbour showed a rather indifferent attitude.
In January 1993, 68 per cent of the eastern population agreed that West Germans,
despite their material wealth had not learned to share. Only 16 per cent
acknowledged that unification represented a great burden to Westerners, while 33
per cent sensed that the financial load for the West was minimal (Der Spiegel,
January 18, 1993:58).

Politbarometer further asked respondents to evaluate their personal economic
situation. Whereas in May 1991, only 26 per cent regarded their economic situation
as ‘good’, responses stabilised over the following three years with percentages
between 34 per cent in 1992 and 39 per cent in 1994 (see Table 3.9.). In all, only a

minority of under fifteen per cent was not satisfied with their economic situation.’

" In 1994 and by age groups, young adults (age 21 to 24) particularly regarded their economic
situation as bad (21 per cent). This does not seem surprising, since this age usually just enters or is
about to enter employment. Also, over sixty year-olds were particularly satisfied, most likely caused
by western pension schemes and early retirement.
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Table 3.9. East Germans’ Evaluation of Personal Situation and General Economic Situation in

Eastern Germany (cumulated data, percentages)

1992 1993 1994

personal situation:

good 33.6 359 38.9

S0-S0 533 51.0 48.3

bad 12.9 13.0 12.7

do not know 0.2 0.1 0.1
general situation:

good 24 2.0 44

S0-SO 37.1 373 52.1

bad 60.4 60.6 434

do not know 0.1 0.1 0.1
n 11746 11647 12849

Source: Politbarometer

The evaluation of one’s own personal situation differed sharply from perceptions
about the general economic condition. East Germans regarded their own situation as
profoundly better than the state of the economy in the new Ldnder. Between 1992
and 1993, a constant proportion of around 60 per cent regarded the general economic
situation as bad. During the same period however, a constant number of only around
13 per cent perceived their own personal fortunes as bad. By 1994, eastern
respondents were less fatalistic but still only four per cent regarded the eastern
economy as ‘good’ in comparison to 39 per cent who were quite satisfied with their
individual fortunes. Judging from experiences in the west, evaluative discrepancies
between the personal and the general situation are common. This is largely
attributable to a media effect. Media tends to dramatise and overemphasise ‘bad’
news which influences people’s perceptions towards the negative. This alone
however, could not explain the dramatic gap in attitudes between individual and

general economic conditions.
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Although at first glance, the east presented a functioning economy, this was only
achieved through massive transfer payments. The new Ldnder were the most
subsidised region in the world. In 1993 alone, eastern Germany received between
DM 150 and 180 billion DM (Gensicke 1994:806). The discrepancy was further
documented by the striking difference between productivity of the eastern economy
and personal spending. In 1994 domestic consumption exceeded production by DM
150 billion (Eisenhammer 1995:7). With the approximation of wages and the
advantageous Ostmark-conversion Easterners benefited directly from unification.
With this massive flow of public funds, it came as no surprise that East Germans
positively evaluated their own economic situation. However the newly acquired
standard of living was subsidised. East Germans were lulled into prosperity.
Nonetheless the problematic restructuring of the eastern economy did not pass
unnoticed by Easterners which explained the sizeable gap in perceptions of personal

and general economic conditions.

Work Mentality

After decades of centralised, planned economics that fostered obedience and
conditioned a lack of initiative, imagination and flexibility the new arrival of the
market economy demanded a radical re-orientation for East German employees.
Self-reliance, risk-taking, and individual decision-making often came as novel
concepts. How did the individual adapt to these new requirements in the sphere of

work?

In his play ‘Waiting Room Germany’ author Klaus Pohl interviewed a western
insurance manager who was sent east to set up a new dependence. He complained
bitterly about a traditional working ethos that persisted as a legacy of Communism.

His colleagues went to the hair-dresser during working hours, showed severe
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deficiencies in the polite handling of customer relations and were in general

overwhelmed by the new-found freedom and self-reliance.

By the same token, the ‘Federal Association of Independent Businesses’
(Bundesverband mittelstindischer Wirtschaff) referred to a deficit in managerial
qualities. In 1995, according to its bureau in Potsdam, entrepreneurial shortcomings
lay in the realms of sales, internal organisation, as well as hortatory and contract
proceedings. Moreover, a lack of knowledge about the 1200 sources of economic
and financial assistance was widespread. The development of an entrepreneur culture
still lagged drastically behind western standards. People were hesitant to take
economic risks and to invest. The ability to ‘think big’ regarding horizontal and
vertical expansion was pushed aside by a traditional, minimalist and safeguarding
approach, perfectly exemplified in the old German proverb of ‘Schuster bleib bei

Deinen Leisten’ (stick to your last).

A study for the employment ministry of the state of Saxony-Anhalt by the eastern
based Institut fiir sozialwissenschaftliche Informationen und Studien (‘Isis’) largely
substantiated such perceptions. The study of 2000 small and medium-sized
businesses pointed towards managerial deficiencies of eastern business executives.®
In 1995, ‘Isis’ showed the prevalence of traditional values as diligence, sense of
duty, honesty and reliability (see Table 3.10.). Crucial entrepreneurial skills, such as
creativity, flexibility, compromise and willingness to take risks however, were
lacking. Proper market analyses were missing in two-thirds of the queried enterprises
as were innovation and the emphasis on the development of future products. Only
twenty per cent employed trainees which pointed towards a lack of commitment to
vital investment in personnel and training. Co-operation with other businesses were
hardly established. Instead of having recourse to former Socialist contacts in order to

enhance regional economic structures, sixty per cent of the respondents simply had

¥ Information according to Saxony-Anhalt's Ministry of Employment, Social Affairs and Health, Press
Office, August 1995.
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no intentions to do so. Instead, the eastern manager was characterised by a high

degree of social competence, who valued amiable social relations.

Table 3.10. Ranking of Entrepreneurial Skills Amongst East German Managers (1995)

Skill male female
reliability 1 1
responsibility 1 2
diligence 3 5
sense of duty 4 3
honesty 5 4
determination 6 6
decision making 7 9
optimism 8 12
self-confidence 9 11
thoroughness 10 7
establishing social contacts 11 8
ability to prevail 12 15
rigidity 13 15
vision 14 18
thriftiness 15 17
creativity 16 15
intuition 17 10
willingness to compromise 18 20
flexibility 19 19
willingness to take risks 20 21
orderliness 21 14

Source: Press Office, Ministry for Employment, Social Affairs and Health, Saxony-Anhalt, Aug.1995.

However the eastern work mentality was by no means as bleak as suggested by these
accounts. Over the short period of merely five years since the currency reform,

Easterners showed a remarkable potential to adopt to market economical standards.

78



The high number of new-found businesses - 850,000 between 1991 and 1994 (see
Table 3.4.) - furthermore indicated a strong dynamic to face the challenges of the
transition, in particular the prospect of Unemployment. °‘Isis’ itself pointed towards
the high degree of motivation of young entrepreneurs which was supported by a
strong desire for self-responsibility and self-realisation. Moreover, the eastern
manager was characterised by a preparedness to accept personal hardship, such as

long working hours and low income in order to uphold their businesses.

Table 3.11. Working Morale in East and West (1994)
Respondents were presented with certain behavioural patterns at work. Categories ranged from 1 (not

serious at all) to 6 (very serious) Listed below are the average scores.

West East
Longer breaks than allowed 3.6 4.1
stay away from work on the pretext of being ill 4.4 5.0
arrive late 4.1 4.7
work slowly 42 4.1
private phone calls 4.0 42
illicit work 44 4.8
n 1162 309

Source: Emnid Informationen 7/8:1994:72-76.

In an east-west comparison the eastern employee possessed an even higher working
morale than his or her western counterpart. Table 3.11. demonstrates than the sense
of duty and commitment of Easterners within their working environment not only
met but more often exceeded western standards. Longer breaks, calling in sick and
arriving late were particular attitudes which were more discredited by East Germans.
Even if lack of initiative, self-reliance and flexibility - as criticised by ‘Isis’ and the

Bundesverband mittelstdindischer Wirtschaft - clouded work performances,
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commitment and sense of duty certainly represented valuable attitudes which no

enterprise could do without.

Further massive adjustments to the new market economy were represented in the
considerable numbers of commuters and migrants to the west. Faced with the
prospect of unemployment, Easterners did not hesitate to seek their fortunes in the
more prosperous and stable old Ldnder. Unemployment figures were given a
significant relief because of the vast numbers of commuters. Up to 600,000 people
worked in the old Ldnder or in the western part of Berlin (see Table 3.12.). In 1993,
more than nine per cent of the total labour force of eastern Germany had a job in the
west. An additional 15,000 found an apprenticeship outside eastern Germany (Asche
1994:234). Migration further embellished the statistics. Since unemployment was a
less pressing problem in the old Federal Republic, many East Germans chose to seek
their fortunes there. In 1991, 250,000 people moved away from eastern Germany and
set up their home in the west or the western part of Berlin. By 1992, the figures had
dropped by 20 per cent down to 200,000. A year later, a further decrease resulted in
a still astonishingly high 170,000 people leaving the new Ldnder (Statistical
Yearbook 1995:80, 1994:88, 1993:88).

Table 3.12. Commutes to Work (from East to West)

Year numbers (in 1000)
1990 200
1991 540
1992 500
1993 600
1994 550
1990-1994 2390

Sources: Press Office, Bundesanstalt fiir Arbeit; Statistical Yearbook 1995:105.
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Unemployment

Economic restructuring carried the heavy burden of a dramatic decrease in overall
employment. Since the GDR had a job guarantee for every citizen, unification
revealed formerly hidden unemployment of overstaffed enterprises. With unification,
excessive manpower was drastically reduced. By sector, manufacturing was affected
most with a decrease of 60 per cent. Mining and energy (39 per cent) and services
(22 per cent) also had severe reductions. Only in construction did the number of jobs
increase by 10 per cent (Kocka 1994:181). High profile investments by Elf, Siemens
or Opel (the German subsidiary of General Motors) which were all supported by
heavy governmental inducements could by no means compensate for such heavy

reductions.

Between 1991 and 1994 the number of employees dropped from 9.3 to 6.6 million.
The degree of unemployment occasionally reached higher levels than the depression
of the late 1920's and early 1930's. The disproportion of unemployment between
east and west was striking. In 1994, figures reached 17 per cent in the new Ldnder
and nine per cent in the old Federal Republic. Between forty and fifty per cent of all
eastern employees had experienced unemployment at one stage since unification.
These figures did not include migrants and commuters to the west, those who
registered for public work schemes or retraining courses, and early pensioners who

in 1993 alone totalled some 600,000 (Sakowsky 1994:118).

Table 3.13. Unemployment in East and West (per cent of work force)

East (*) West
1991 12.0 5.8
1992 17.4 6.2
1993 17.6 79
1994 17.3 9.0
1995 15.9 8.9

(*): excluding western Berlin

Source: Statistical Yearbook 1995:105,124, Bundesanstalt fiir Arbeit, Press Office.
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Table 3.14. ‘ABM’ and Part-Time Work in the New Linder

ABM (in 1000) Part-Time Work (In 1000)
1991 183.3 1616.2

1992 388.0 370.0

1993 259.9 181.4

1994 280.2 96.8

1995 180.6 60.2

ABM: Arbeitsbeschaffungsmafinahme (public work scheme)
Sources: Statistical Yearbook 1995:123,125; 1993:131; Bundesanstalt fiir Arbeit, Press Office.

At the outset of unification, Easterners were largely positive about their material and
social future. In April 1990 respondents were queried about their personal
perspective for the next two to three years and were asked to place them into four
categories from highly optimistic to highly pessimistic. Regarding employment, the
two categories for optimism totalled 67 per cent. In addition, the responses for
material situation (63 per cent) and social security (61 per cent) were also largely
positive (Forster and Roski 1990:84). In contrast, unequivocal pessimism was
expressed by only seven per cent (employment) and six per cent (material situation

and social security).

Table 3.15. Perceived Security of Employment Amongst Easterners (cumulated data, percentages)

1992 1993 1994
secure 554 59.4 59.8
in danger 43.6 393 394
no answer 1.0 1.3 1.8
n 5681 5214 5303

Source: Politbarometer
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Over the course of the year discomfort, in particular about the security of
employment grew. In December 1990, 59 per cent sensed that their job was in
danger. Only 40 per cent were sure about keeping their employment
(Politbarometer). Two years later however, the proportion had reversed. Now 55 per
cent perceived their job as secured and only 44 per cent feared unemployment (see
Table 3.15.). Nonetheless between 1992 and 1994, figures did not improve. The
percentage of East German respondents who were uncertain about their employment
future remained at around forty per cent. According to age cohorts differences were
marginal.” Hence, a considerable proportion of the eastern work force perceived their
employment prospects as worrying and as a leap into the dark. Not surprisingly,
Easterners, confronted with the loss of jobs and with a sudden re-orientation towards
more demanding and skilled work performances, as well as often towards an entirely
different working environment became increasingly critical of ‘Capitalism’. Whereas
support for ‘Socialism’ remained at constant levels," the approval of the market
economy amongst East Germans dropped drastically, from 77 per cent in the spring

of 1990 to only 44 per cent in the summer of 1992 (Eisel 1994:160).

For East Germans, still used to the tight social net of Socialism which provided for
jobs and a steady income, the sudden confrontation with unemployment and
financial insecurity was harsh and devastating. For those without jobs, a feeling of
betrayal and exclusion from the material benefits and the increasing prosperity
around them became prevalent. The sudden changes in the sphere of work, fear of
unemployment and increasing competitiveness for jobs had drastic implications on
the individual’s life and found their expression in a general perception that one’s
social relations to friends or family were worse than in the days of the GDR. In
1992, only five per cent of eastern respondents sensed that the relations within their

social environment had improved since unification. On the contrary, 44 per cent held

® 50 to 59 year-olds were slightly less and people over sixty years slightly more secure.
' The cumulated data of the Politbarometer for 1990 showed that 28 per cent of respondents thought
‘much’ or ‘very much’ of Socialism. By 1994, the figure had increased slightly to thirty per cent.
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the opinion that things got worse (Politbarometer). As shown in Table 3.16.,
between sixty and 67 per cent regarded social safety as being worse since

unification.

Table 3.16. Perceived Social Security in Eastern Germany (cumulated data, percentages)

Question: When thinking about your social safety do you fare better or worse as compared to the days

of the GDR?
1992 1993 1994
better 15.6 144 20.5
worse 60.5 66.5 59.7
no difference 23.7 18.7 19.0
no answer 0.2 0.4 0.8
n 1080 2062 1068

Source: Politbarometer.

The former stable and foreseeable circles of work, family and friends were now
under pressure. Demographic statistics undermined the perceptions of change and
uncertainty. Between 1989 and 1993 the birth-rate of eastern Germany had fallen by
sixty per cent, the marriage rate by 62 per cent and the divorce rate by 63 per cent
(Statistical Yearbook 1995:69,70,79). These drops can to some extent be explained
by the reduction in certain social services. The comprehensive welfare state of the
GDR was designed to enable women to combine work and family. Over ninety per
cent of all women of working age were employed, as compared to fifty per cent in
the FRG (Pittmann 1987:16). After unification, the alternative of choosing between
housewife and mother versus employee which had virtually disappeared from the
conscience of East German became again an option. With the loss of affordable child
care facilities and day nurseries, accompanied by the abolition of the ‘Baby year’
(maternity leave granted to first-time mothers at full pay) or the monthly free

household-day, women found it hard to combine motherhood and employment.
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In addition, women were disproportionally affected by unemployment. In 1990, 54
per cent of unemployed in the east were female. By 1994, the figure had risen to 63
per cent (Statistical Yearbook 1994:130). In the same year, the unemployment rate of
women in eastern Germany stood at twenty per cent, in comparison to 11.5 per cent
for men. Preferential treatment of male employees was obvious and widespread
(Helwig 1995:342). Still, in times of financial insecurity women often had no choice
but to look for jobs. Some also appreciated the social and material independence
which comes with employment. Hence, family and marriage plans were often

postponed. Still, such vast changes are extremely rare and find no comparable
expression in western Germany or in any other western society. Instead, they
represented strong indicators for the transitory, unstable and imbalanced life in the

cast.

85



3.5. Conclusion

Economics had an ambivalent connotation in the GDR. On the one hand, the
country’s status as the champion of the Comecon represented a significant source of
pride amongst East Germans. The establishment of an economy that generated the
highest living standard amongst Communist countries was perceived as a
tremendous effort. On close scrutiny however, economics was a source of
continuous frustration. In comparison with the west and in particular with the other
Germany, people all but ignored the fundamental deficiencies of their own system
and the increasing wealth that prospered outside the Iron Curtain. At home,
economic stagnation, mismanagement, the outdated reliance on heavy industry and
growing ecological problems prompted resignation and embitterment. By the 1980°s
the GDR was permanently on the verge of bankruptcy. Hence, economics possessed
a distinctly negative undertone. Internal comparisons to other Communist societies
merely functioned as temporary remedies for the battered collective self esteem
which tried to restrain the thought that years of struggle and hard labour had resulted

only in minor economic and material accomplishments.

In contrast, economics had a very positive connotation in the Federal Republic. The
economic miracle brought widespread prosperity. West Germany was united under
the principle of material reconstruction which safeguarded the integration of millions
of refugees and silenced potential anti-democratic opponents. The social market
economy benefited employers with increasing productivity and very low strike rates,
while employees appreciated the general rise in living standards, the sophisticated
system of social securities, as well as increasing wages and decreasing working
hours. Despite some economic crises, in particular in the 1970's, peace, harmony and
conciliation characterised the economic process. The continuous improvement of the
national economy, as well as the increasing individual material standards turned

from prerogatives into expected underlying currents which were taken for granted.
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The necessity to establish a formative focus after the catastrophe of the Third Reich
resulted in a highly consensual economic system. Inevitably, it generated a good deal

of conformism to the principles of economic success and general prosperity.

With unification, economics continued to posses a negative undertone for Easterners.
The dead-beat state of the eastern economy rubbed further salt into the wounds that
in retrospect decades of hard work constituted only a period of failure and under-
achievement. The eastern economy did not represent a contribution but a mere
burden to the unified Germany. The introduction of market principles destroyed any
remaining sources of pride. Production and productivity dropped, over-staffed
enterprises were restructured and unemployment spread. The necessary investments
in roads, railways, communication or housing further documented the discrepancy
between western standards and eastern shortcomings. East Germans had to confront
the bitter reality, that one’s past working life did not pass the western test of time.

Instead, it was an utter failure.

There remained a solution however, in looking ahead and leaving the past behind.
Here, unification provided for exciting and optimistic prospects. The choice and
variety of goods grew dramatically. Houses were newly built or modernised. People
had more money to spend because of the growth in wage levels and the
advantageous currency conversion. Despite the persistent shortage of employment,
for those with jobs, the financial situation improved and was evaluated in a positive
manner. Moreover, in regard to the future people showed a certain supportive
saturation with their financial existence. Only five years after unification, East
Germans had already reached a level of considerable contentment with their material

situation.

This new-found affluence however, was an automatic given from the political elites.

East Germans were lulled into prosperity. The so called Aufschwung Ost (Progress
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East) changed the economic landscape of the new Ldnder. Public funds were
allocated for governmental projects, investment and subsidies. Western trade unions
which extended their network to the east negotiated successful wage terms, while the

government introduced a generous conversion rate.

As with the former Communist regime, Easterners were passive recipients. The
economy of the GDR with the principles of centralism, nationalisation and planning
fostered lack of self-responsibility and independence. Initiative and self-reliance ran
counter to the totalitarian hierarchy of the SED state. The individual was a
streamlined underling, excluded from participation and responsibility in the
economic process. Just as the Communist system was imposed on East Germany, so
was the market. In each case, East Germans were the passive ‘victims’ without
choice. This was bound to create a rather inactive economic identity. Prior to
unification, the blame for general economic deficiencies was directed against an
abstract and inefficient, centralised apparatus. Now, political elites, western
industries and business people, and foremost the 7reuhand had to bear the brunt of
public discontent. This passive recipient-mentality was further evident in the
dissatisfaction with the approximation of living standards. Although the majority
recognised that they fared better as compared to the past, people were not content
with increased wage levels and material standards. The mechanism remained the
same: blaming distant authorities. As with the old days, the individual did not
attribute responsibility to him or herself but to the apparatus, to the elites who

organised and determined one’s working life.

Back in the GDR, work performance did not necessarily determine social and
material status. Ideological compliance played as much a role. The absence of
efficient incentives to work more and harder accounted for a lack of cognitive
commitment to work. With the oppression of autonomy and individuality the worker

obediently fulfilled prescribed tasks. Work was not a sphere for self-realisation but a
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financial necessity and duty to the state. Initiative came from above and not out of
personal ambition. The worker was a mere tool and means of production within the

economic process, utilised by the totalitarian system.

These perceptions of the mechanisms of one’s working life lingered on in the new
Linder. Again, economics was regarded as a utilisation of the individual by elites
and authorities: opportunistic business people from the west bought eastern
companies in search for the quick money while disregarding local needs, in
particular employment. The post-unification battles over property further manifested
people’s impression of a colonisation of the east by merciless western capitalism.
Easterners were overwhelmed by market principles, their firms degraded to
investment opportunities, their jobs made redundant, their social safety being
threatened. People felt as though they were being left to carry the burden of

unification alone, since the arrogant west was not willing to share or contribute.

Such attitudes were in sharp contrast to those generated during the successful
economic miracle of the FRG. Work was an integrative factor for refugees and
potential anti-democratic forces and represented a formative focus and an affirmative
experience for the individual who was thriving for financial success and craving for
social recognition. Responsibility lay with the individual, capable of determining his
or her own life. In the new Ldnder, such inbred notions of democracy and capitalism
as activity and self-realisation clashed with the conditioned passive and recipient
mentality of the Communist years. The active compelling urge to perform collided
with the passive notion of provision. Subsequently, the frustration and anger caused
by the post-unification economic malaise was channelled into expressions of
defiance and lamentation, such as perceptions of a colonisation and exploitation by
the west, as well as the discomfort with the persisting gaps in wages and living

standards.

89



In addition, the nature of Socialist economics generated cognitive and behavioural
patterns, which left East Germans ill-equipped for the upcoming transformation to a
market economy. The strict hierarchy of the GDR’s economic structure with rigid
top-down patterns of planning and target fulfilment severely hampered the
individual’s capacity regarding imagination and flexibility. It nurtured apathy,
lethargy and self-complacency, as well as tutelage and the readiness to obey and
oblige. Also, deficiencies in planning and chronic shortages of parts and goods
slackened the economic process, while the spreading of work loads onto several
individuals further contributed to lower working demands. Furthermore, the GDR’s
economy had considerable difficulties in the realms of innovation, as well as

adaptation, correction and response to emerging economic trends and necessities.

These shortcomings were already conditioned under a streamlined educational
apparatus. Despite emphasising technical skills and qualifications, educational
facilities fostered an urge to conformity, compliance and accommodation within the
totalitarian system. They suppressed individuality and motivation to change. Upon
unification, such skills were badly missed in a market environment that thrived on
competition and competitiveness and where initiative, individuality, independence
and constant readjustment were paramount principles. The underdeveloped
entrepreneur culture as well as the general difficulties of the labour force in adapting

to new working environments and demands served as telling examples.

Nonetheless although market-oriented skills, such as initiative, flexibility, risk-
taking or responsibility were still underdeveloped, East Germans showed remarkable
signs of adaptation. The presence of an attitude to succeed within the free market -
whether out of personal ambition or of financial necessity caused by the prospect of
unemployment - was documented by the committed and conscientious work ethic
and the readiness to commute or move to the west for better employment

opportunities. Departing from a life on the beaten track of the Communist society,
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people left well-established social circles and re-adjusted to an unfamiliar
environment. These were promising signs which indicated that Easterners would
eventually muster the mental transition to market-economic standards. Skills are
learned over time. They however, have to be preceded by the individual’s

willingness to acquire them.

With unification, the value of work underwent a drastic reorientation. In the GDR,
employment represented a constitutional right and a natural given that was
automatically organised by the state. Under Communism, work had no particular
value. Every citizen was entitled to it. Identities which were constructed around
employment, such as self-realisation in the private sphere or social contacts with
colleagues were not seen as arising out of any individual achievements at work.
West Germany however, was the reverse. Individual work performances had an

indisputable impact on one’s social and material status.

In addition, unemployment was a regular phenomenon in the Federal Republic which
affected a considerable number of people at one stage in their working lives. Still,
individual initiative offered the prospect of a re-integration within the labour force.
Aided by governmental schemes and job mediation, people were able to join training
programs or public work projects. For most of the jobless, unemployment therefore
constituted only a temporary phase. For the overwhelming majority, unemployment
in itself represented a huge incentive to look for work, since it considerably affected

one’s material situation and social status.

The severe job cuts in eastern Germany therefore came as a shock. Unemployment
was an entirely new experience which now affected up to half of the labour force. In
1994 two-fifths still perceived their jobs as being in danger. Thus, it came as little
wonder that the fear of unemployment remained the most important issue in life for

Easterners. Approximately two-thirds of the eastern population regarded
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unemployment as the most important issue in their lives (Gensicke 1994:802). A
life-time guarantee turned into a never before experienced feeling of existentialist
uncertainty. Self-contentment and complacency about work were now replaced by
demands to show initiative in finding new jobs, in acquiring new qualifications and
in improving work performances. Disorientation and loss of self-esteem were the

consequences.

In the realm of social services, the GDR citizen internalised an extensive system of
comprehensive care at minimal costs. The welfare state which provided security
from cradle to grave achieved a high standard amongst Easterners and was gradually
taken for granted. As with work, people developed a recipient mentality. Although
East Germans appreciated the comprehensive nature of the system, they criticised the
lack of quality in certain fields which indicated an attitude of pretentious demands to
the state. Accordingly, the welfare state of the Federal Republic represented a
comprehensive and extensive system. However it was not an automatic guarantee
against social misfortunes. The Sozialstaat constituted more of a normative focus for
the state than a prerogative for people’s demands. Despite the ever increasing
intensity of the services, they were nevertheless tied to currency stability,
productivity and competitiveness of the economy and were financed by substantial

contributions from the individual and the private sector.

It therefore came as no surprise, that Easterners perceived general living
circumstances as harder now than in the days of the GDR. Progressive social
services, such as subsidies for housing and food products, full health coverage,
children nurseries or the right of work were abolished. Old routines broke down. The
period of transition and uncertainty was documented by vast demographic pressures
indicated by the drastic declines in marriages, birth rates and divorces. It showed that
the collapse of the GDR was not merely the demise of a system but moreover the

collapse of a particular form of life. Against the backdrop of such dramatic changes
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the growing criticism of capitalism and the persistent support for Socialism was
inevitable. The transformation from secured and infantilised recipient to self-
responsible individual was too harsh and too rapid. Faced with social and financial
risks and uncertainties the retrospective attachment to a safe and secure past

represented a logical emotional escape.

Nonetheless several positive developments allowed for cautious optimism.
Satisfaction with one’s personal financial situation represented a vital systemic
stabiliser. People realised that they benefited from the introduction of the market
economy and that they fared far better in comparison to the days of the GDR.
Despite some depressing economic facts, in particular unemployment, there was no
major social unrest. The hardship caused by the decline in social services,
unemployment, as well as new working requirements and environments seemed to

have been outweighed by material gains for those who were able to secure jobs.

Furthermore, East Germans adapted remarkably to the gloomy reality of the
economic transformation. Despite the euphoria at the outset of unification,
Easterners initially showed a great deal of realism regarding their employment
prospects and the approximation of living standards. Individual prognoses about
one’s future were far more accurate than contemporary statements of political and
economic experts (Wagner 1992:85). Such realism prevented against overambitious
material demands from unification and provided a cognitive buffer of acceptance of
the persistent gap in the approximation of living standards between east and west.
Also despite the shock of encountering a hitherto unknown phenomenon, the early
familiarisation with the possibility of unemployment psychologically prepared East

Germans for the actual experience of it.

Still, the economic identity in unified Germany stood on shaky grounds. The

transition from Socialist to market structures significantly contributed to the growing
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antagonism between east and west. The two-class society continued to exist and
manifested itself. Despite some impressive advances, wages, living standards and
employment opportunities in the east had not reached western levels. Such economic
inequalities bore the dangerous potential to heighten psychological discontent (Stern
1993:121). Anti-western sentiments emerged and did not fade, such as the perceived
colonisation and exploitation, merciless capitalism and western indifference to

eastern problems.

Positive evaluations of East Germans were largely attributable to the increase in the
material well-being of the population, in comparison to the Communist period. This
however, was only made possible through massive governmental subsidies. Before
unification, Easterners followed the call of the Deutschmark. After unification, they
were kept on the life-support by billions of transfer money. This approval of the
western-imposed market economy could only be maintained through the continuous
improvement of the individual’s material basis. Thus, the expectations of East
Germans regarding material standards have to be met by increases in job
opportunities and levels of affluence. Hence, the eastern economy has to progress
from a subsidised case of illness to an economically sound region. People at least
have to be given the prospect of advancing material standards to complete
unification in economic terms. Only then are Easterners capable of developing a
positive orientation towards economics which would equal that of the western part.
Only then can recipient mentalities, passivity, frustration and embitterment turn into
affirmative experiences in the sphere of work, including the development of notions
of initiative, self-realisation and self-fulfilment. East Germans had already shown
supportive attitudes towards market economics. The persistence of defiant notions

however, indicated the fragility of the collective psyche.
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CHAPTER FOUR: CITIZENSHIP

4.1. Conceptualising Citizenship

Citizenship can be understood as the relationship between the individual and the
political community he or she lives in. The citizen is entitled to a variety of rights
and privileges in return for a set of duties and responsibilities. The state offers its
citizens political, legal, civil and social rights, while the individual is expected to
obey laws, pay taxes or fulfil military duties. This interdependence forms a vital
anchor for the establishment of loyalties and emotions. What are the citizen’s
attitudes, and emotions to his or her political community? Can the individual form
an identity towards the state out of willingly-accepted responsibilities and

confidently-claimed rights?

Rights and responsibilities within state-citizen relations were fundamentally
different in the two Germanys. The official political culture of the GDR (Rytlewski
1989:22, Krisch 1988:158) was derived from the principles of Marxism-Leninism
which transcended and penetrated all spheres of life and society. At the core of this
Zielkultur stood the development of a Socialist and eventually Communist society,
based on such values as optimism, solidarity, studiousness, freedom, equality and
social justice, and created by the ‘new Socialist man’, who went through a life-long
process of ideologically-conditioned and state-organised education (Sontheimer
1990:61).

This philanthropic view of the SED - the optimistic belief in the possibility to
educate man towards an utopian goal - resulted in extremely high demands and
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expectations from the citizens of the GDR. East Germans were forced to accept the
state doctrine of Marxism-Leninism as the ideological basis of their political, social
and economic lives. They were obliged to accept the leading role of the SED
including its normative interpretations of all aspects of society. They had to accept
the competence and responsibility of the state in all political, social and economic
matters which were only limited by the leadership function of the SED. The citizen
was expected to show interest and engage in political and social organisations under
the dogmatic and practical guidance of the party. Demands also included a personal
commitment to economic growth, the improvement of individual technical skills, as
well as military duties. Collective matters possessed priority over private and
individual interests. The supreme goal of the GDR was represented in the creation of
a new and better society. The envisaged development of the Socialist towards the
Communist society depended on the active and voluntary co-operation and
engagement of self-sacrificing individuals which required a firm, rational and

emotional commitment to the Communist cause.

Hence state-citizen relations in the GDR followed rigid top-down patterns. The
individual was expected, even coerced, to participate. The Communist party’s
monopoly on the interpretation and implementation of Marxist principles was
justified by Lenin out of its ‘avant-garde’ position within society as the leader of the
revolution. Only the party possessed the political conscience and scientific
knowledge to lead society towards the logical end-point of historical development -
the Communist society. In contrast, democracy and hence the Federal Republic,
possessed fundamentally different values of citizenship. While the Communist

society emphasised collectivity, democracy stresses individuality.

Greek philosophers paid particular attention to direct participation of the individual
in the political process. Within the liberal tradition of Montesquieu, James Madison,
Adam Smith or John Locke sovereignty lies within the people, circumscribing the

power of the state. Rousseau argued for an enlightened citizenry, individual liberty
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and accountable governments. Even the elitist philosopher Schumpeter (1992:269)
who viewed democracy as an ‘institutional arrangement where individuals acquire
decision-making power in a competitive struggle for the people’s vote’ cannot but
emphasise the individual within the political process. Today, while neo-conservative
thinkers point towards deferential and orderly behaviour, and liberal theorists stress
active participation in public and community affairs, democracy in either conception

offers the individual the opportunity for active engagement in political affairs.

Thus citizenship in unified Germany required the individual to pursue an active,
informed and conscious interest in public affairs. As a normative standard, the ideal
citizen had to be knowledgeable, concerned, supportive and participative to his or
her social community.' In reality however, the common citizen represents only an
unsatisfactory approximation to this ideal. Societies have to accept that various
circumstances remove the individual from such normative virtues. This perfect
model is simply not a part of any political reality. Obstacles may include access to
information, knowledge, time pressure, or differing intellectual capacities. Also, the
demands of liberal democracy for the individual’s initiative and self-responsibility
can be counteractive to the citizenship ideal in regard to the well-being of the whole

society and the sublimation of selfishness.

But how do these deviations affect the stability of the political system? An answer
can be given by analysing the causes which made a citizen pass off citizenship
attributes. Someone who cheats on income-tax declarations does not necessarily
want to abolish democracy. Danger occurs however, when the principles of
citizenship are surrendered to anti-democratic ideological objectives and political
party advantages or when loyalty and allegiance to a democratic community turn

into destructive disobedience or antipathy.

' For a more thorough discussion on the concept of citizenship see for example: Heater 1990, Janowitz
1983, Oppenheim 1977.
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Here the question of legitimacy of the political system enters the agenda. In the
GDR, Marxism-Leninism offered legitimacy to the SED regime since the party in its
vanguard position possessed the Communist conscience and scientific knowledge to
lead in the revolutionary process of establishing the Communist society. For the
young Bonn Republic growing support for democratic institutions and
parlamentarism, as well as high turn-outs at elections represented strong processes of
legitimation for the recently established democracy. In both societies however, the
quest for a stable political community became one of acceptance of the political
system by the individual. As the SED had to realise in 1989 form of government and
political organisation of society were only well-established as soon or as long as the
political system enjoyed a certain degree of legitimacy amongst the citizens. Max
Weber viewed legitimacy as equivalent to a belief in legitimacy. Legitimate power is
simply the power that is regarded as legitimate by the people (1956:23,157,659;
1958:493). Seymour Martin Lipset (1958:88) defined legitimacy as the ‘capacity of
the system to engender and maintain the belief that the existing political institutions

are the most appropriate one’s for society’.

Weber and Lipset emphasised the ability of states or governments to persuade
citizens of the legitimate nature of the political system in a top-down process. In
contrast, David Beetham (1991:100) stressed the importance of a society’s values
and rules. A government can only be successful if it represents a rightful source of
authority, while its action meets consent within society and is based on established
legal rules. Here the pattern is one of interaction between top and down, between
ruler and ruled.

In either case the emphasis is on the positive and meaningful identification of the
citizen with the rules and principles of the political community. This implies that the
individual’s thought and behaviour should be guided by a constitutional consensus
which, in unified Germany, included agreement on parlamentarism, acceptance of

political institutions, as well as respect for human rights and civic liberties (dignity,
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equality, freedom of expression and belief). Additionally, in a democratic system a
proper mediation between ruler and ruled holds centre stage. The citizen is entitled
to an adequate aggregation and representation of interest. The governing elites ought
to maintain reasonable contact with its subjects which provides for a mutual
exchange of information, ideas and demands. Regarding the legitimacy of the
system, it remains vital that the citizen possesses the capacity, or at least is given the

prospect to influence the decision-making process.

In short, in the understanding of this chapter, participation and legitimacy represent
the cornerstones of citizenship. In the context of unified Germany the public’s
general knowledge of and interest in the political process are analysed. The chapter
furthermore addresses participation patterns in east and west, including turn-outs at
elections and membership of political parties, interest groups, or citizen-initiatives.
The question of legitimacy of the new democratic system is analysed with the help
of public attitudes towards the state, while asking whether East Germans had
accepted the institutional setting of democracy and whether their thought and
behaviour complied with the implicit values and rules of democracy. The chapter
therefore addresses attitudes towards the bureaucracy, political actors and
institutions. Mediation of power between ruler and ruled is analysed by looking at
attitudes towards the system of interest representation, while trying to examine the

extent to which East Germans at all felt represented.
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4.2. The German Democratic Republic

Marxism-Leninism understands politics as the relationship between various classes
of society and the political power of the state. Generally speaking, the state serves
the ruling class: the capital-owning bourgeoisie in the capitalist and the working
class in the Socialist society. In a Marxist-Leninist state the individual has to submit
all private ambitions to the paramount interest of society which is formulated
through the avant-garde role of a Communist party. To define and redefine the
proper needs and interests of a Socialist society, a constant and reverse exchange of
ideas between party and citizens is necessary. Marxism-Leninism therefore requires
the ‘new Socialist man’; an active participant in the politicai process with a

permanent interest and eagerness in creating the Communist utopia.

The SED regime gave this participatory role of citizens strong legal status. The
constitution of 1968 proposed a hefty moral commitment to every citizen by stating
the principle of ‘contribution to working, planning and governing’. The SED
demanded not only an active but furthermore an affirmative participation in the
development of the Communist society. The new Socialist man, educated and guided
by ideologically sound agents should willingly contribute. His or her efforts should
not be based on coercion but on reason and understanding for the individual’s
responsibility in the general development of society. But how did the theoretical and
normative concept of the participative, informed and affirmative citizen correspond
to the political reality of the GDR? What were the opportunities and chances of each

individual to exert an influence on the political process?

4.2.1. Participation

The SED

The SED had a strong base within society. In 1981, 17 per cent of all people over
age 25 and even 42.5 per cent over age forty owned a party membership card. As of
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1986, the SED had 2.3 Million members which equalled to around one sixth of the
total population of the GDR. Workers (employed in production) represented 38 per
cent, followed by the ‘intelligentsia’ (22 per cent), white-collar employees (7.7 per
cent), farmers (4.8 per cent), students (2.1 per cent) and housewives (0.9 per cent;
Weber 1993:98). Hence, the membership base was broad and covered all segments
of society. Apart from the significant share of workers, the economic, political and
cultural elites, as well as the functionaries from mass organisations not only

maintained but further manifested the power and stability of the regime.

Table 4.1. Membership Figures of the SED

Year Members (in million)
1947 1.786
1958 1.473
1967 1.770
1976 2.044
1986 2.304

Source: DDR Handbuch 1985:1185, Central Committee Report, XI. Party Conference 1986:84,
Wissenschaftlicher Kommunismus 1985:290; in Glaefiner 1989:127.

A political career within the SED hugely depended on an ideologically sound
performance. A move towards influential political positions was manipulated and
controlled by the hierarchical structures of the Communist party or its political and
societal mass organisations and were only awarded after a certain period of SED
membership. The demands of the party upon its members were striking. They had to
be moral and professional role models, both at work and in the private sphere. The
comrade was asked to represent the SED in all aspects of life, to forego private and
uphold party interests. The SED did not accept members, but instead recruited them.
It required two sponsors and a one-year probation period in which the candidate was
instructed in his or her duties and responsibilities. The judgement of the party
apparatus was ultimate. The way in which the party member performed within the
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SED structures affected his or her life, not only on the political level but also
professionally and socially (Zimmermann 1988:237).

After achieving an influential position, the political participant was confronted with
the next limitation to interest articulation. As a Leninist rule, the SED forbade any
form of factionalisation which consequently severely limited the development of
interest plurality. Directives, goals and programmes trickled down from the
centralised party hierarchy to every party cell. The flow of information from base to
top, however, was almost lacking. Any particular cell had to follow orders and
directives from its superior level (Zimmermann 1988:230). The stream of

information and interest aggregation was exclusively in the top-down direction.

Political nominations were also based on academic and professional qualifications
(Zimmermann 1988:209). Access to universities was granted through evaluation
reports by secondary schools, the collective, the FDJ youth organisation, or other
SED-controlled institutions. Finally the individual seeking political influence,
constantly had to improve and complete his or her political knowledge through
continuous political-education courses, seminars or workshops. These were designed
to further advance the knowledge of Marxism-Leninism and to indoctrinate the

politically interested according to the interpretation of the SED.

From early on the SED followed the example of the Soviet KP. In 1949, the
Politbiiro was installed which crafted all political guidelines and basic principles and
decided upon their implementation. It constituted the true government of the GDR.
The scope of activities included decisions on various annual and five-year plans,
foreign policy, security and defence, and central issues of domestic concern
(GlaeBner 1989:143). In short, the Politbiiro addressed all aspects of life in East
Germany, from the social and economic to the political and cultural realm.

Resolutions made by its members had the character of laws (Weber 1993:73).
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The centralised power of the Polithiiro was complemented by the Secretariat of the
Central Committee. This body was responsible for managing day-to-day affairs, such
as control and implementation of party directives, or recruitment and promotion of
personnel. The Secretariat represented the SED’s central organ to control both party
and party members and secure their conformity with the guidelines set forth by the
Politbiiro. Overlaps in personnel between Polithiiro and Secretariat ensured the
proper implementation of the Politbiiro’s decisions. The Politbiiro and Secretariat

assured the centralised and hierarchical structure of the party.

The SED further introduced the Soviet system of nomenclature which implied that
the respective superior organisation was solely responsible for the appointment and
promotion of the cadre (Weber 1993:20). Selection to posts followed strict
qualification criteria, such as political knowledge, education, performance, as well as
personal and practical skills (Zimmermann 1988:239-240). It guaranteed the
recruitment of party-conforming individuals to the apparatus and further manifested
the unchallenged position of the party within the state.

By eliminating any form of inner-party democracy and interest aggregation social,
political and economic decisions were exclusively undertaken by the SED elite. With
the help of the hierarchical party apparatus they were able to govern the GDR in a
totalitarian, oligarchic fashion. The SED did not allow any form of power sharing.
Instead, it oppressed pluralism and reached a position of comprehensive, all-
embracing, dictatorial and uncontrolled rule (Weber 1993:98). The GDR gave a
classic example of democratic centralism with a strict party discipline and a rigid
hierarchy of all party organs. Control commissions safeguarded the ideological
purity of all organisations which had to be in line with the principles set forth by the
party. The vanguard role of the SED implied that the party and only the party had the
right and knowledge to transfer and interpret Marxism-Leninism into practice. The
SED derived its legitimation from an ideology which was deemed to be perfect.

Inputs from below were therefore unnecessary and even damaging because the party
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was the sole guardian of the ideology. Thus politics and policies were grounded in
the scientific knowledge and application of Marxism-Leninism which led the SED to
the conclusion that ‘the party is always right’.

Such ‘monolithic unity’ (Weber 1993:32) was a fiercely safeguarded principle of the
SED. Because of its central position in the political process, the party theoretically
had to fulfil two opposing functions. On the one hand, it reflected the political
spectrum of society. On the other hand, it brought together various strains and
antagonisms within society. The SED escaped this functional ambivalence by
denying open discourse and inter-party pluralism, while pursuing a path of purges
and internal political clean-ups. In the period prior to Stalin’s death in 1953 the SED
tried to assure its absolute supremacy not only through ideological indoctrination but
foremost through repressive measures which were designed to discipline and
intimidate party functionaries (Weber 1993:33). In 1950/51, 150,000 members were
expelled from the SED, including the Politbiiro member Paul Merker.

The demise of the Soviet dictator sparked a reconsideration of Communist policies
throughout the Eastern Bloc. In the GDR, prominent intellectuals, such as Ernst
Bloch and Robert Havemann advocated a ‘third way’ which criticised both Stalinism
and Capitalism. The discrepancies between theory and practice, between idealist
notions of social justice, freedom and emancipation on the one hand and oppression
and paternalism amongst the elites on the other, prompted the formation of an inner-
party opposition. The political establishment around Ulbricht however, was keen to
undermine any open discourse. Paranoid and power-obsessed, they perceived their
authority as threatened. Subsequently, the judiciary and the Ministry for State
Security - nicknamed the Stasi - were engaged in purges and trials. By 1958 the
opposition movement lost momentum and the reactionary course manifested its
superiority. The party ideologist Wolfgang Harich was imprisoned. Ulbricht’s
deputy Karl Schirdewan and the Head of State Security Ernst Wollweber lost their
political functions. The Secretary of the ZK, Gerhart Ziller, committed suicide
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(Weber 1993:47). In the end the Stalinist faction managed to eliminate any form of
opposition. Opponents from within the party chose internal exile, were expelled to
the FRG or imprisoned. Until 1989, the hegemony of the SED and its Stalinist

principles remained unchallenged.

Block Parties

Apart from membership in the SED, the citizen was able to join various so called
‘block parties’. Closely watched by the Communist authorities, these parties had to
submit themselves to the avant-garde role of the SED and its program as a
compulsory guideline for their activities. The totalitarian regime established a new
version of Communist rule in the form of a Socialist plural party system where block
parties possessed an ‘alibi function’ (Weber 1993:33) by disguising the one-party
rule of the SED. They represented valuable transmitting vehicles with the task of
integrating ‘bourgeois’ and religious groups, as well as ‘capitalist’ classes into the

Socialist society.

Table 4.2. Membership in Block Parties (in thousand)
Year CDhU LDPD NDPD DBD

1987 137 104 110 115
1982 125 82 91 103
1977 115 75 85 92

Source: Weber 1993:93

As such, the Christian-Democratic CDU offered East German Christians a source of
representation, although its commitment to the SED state and Communist principles
was unanimous. The DBD (Democratic Farmers Party) was actively involved in the
collectivisation of the 1950’s and 1960’s, and represented the interests of the

agricultural and rural sectors. The LDPD (Liberal Democratic party) was geared
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towards white collar workers, the intelligentsia, and small independent businesses.
Finally the NDPD (National Democratic Party) was founded under the active
influence of the SED to integrate former members of Hitler’s NSDAP, as well as
army officers of the Reichswehr (GlaeBner 1989:184-6). However formulating and
advocating political alternatives were absent from the block parties’ political agenda.
Again the SED did not allow any opposing interests or policies. In the end the role of
the block parties was more social than political. They functioned as a structural part
of the totalitarian regime with hardly any intellectual or practical independence
(Zimmermann 1988:275).

Mass Organisations

Mass organisations functioned as further means of mediating Communist concepts
and programmes to individual members and were utilised to educate ideologically
and control the citizens. Theoretically, mass organisations were designed to
represent the interests of their members and to form a consultative, informative and
critical source of information. In practice however, interest articulation and
aggregation again were dominated by top-down patterns, hierarchical structures and

dogmatic biases.

Table 4.3. Membership in Mass Organisations 1988

Organisation Membership Figure
FDBG 9.6 Million

FDJ 2.3 Million (1986)
DFD 1.5 Million
Kulturbund 277.000

Verein der gegenseitigen Bauernhilfe 646,000
Pionierorganisation Ermst Thilmann 1.5 Million
Gesellschaft fiir deutsch-sowjetische Freundschaft 6.4 Million
Volkssouverénitit 2.1 Million

Source: Statistical Yearbook 1989: 410,412,414.
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Since 1949, the SED determined the organisations’ political agenda, as well as the
recruitment to key positions. As with the block parties, all mass organisations were

forced to accept the vanguard position of the SED unanimously (Weber 1993:33).

Table 4.4. Allocation of Seats in the Volkskammer 1986:

Organisation Seats
Total Percentage

SED 127 25.4
DBD 52 104
CDhU 52 10.4
LDPD 52 10.4
NDPD 52 10.4
FDGB 61 12.2
FDJ 37 74
DFD 32 6.4
Kulturbund 21 42
Verein der gegenseitigen Bauernhilfe 14 2.8
total: 500 100

Source: Statistical Yearbook 1989:401

Mass organisations were vital components of the political system and were allocated
seats in parliament (see Table 4.4.). Their mediating and controlling function in
society completed the totalitarian hegemony of the SED. The FDGB (Freier
Deutscher Gewerkschafisbund) represented the uniformed and all-encompassing
organisation for blue and white collar workers. The FDJ (Freie Deutsche Jugend)
and its subsidiary, the pioneer organisation Ernst Thdlmann were the only legal
groups for younger people in the GDR. The DFD (Demokratischer Frauenbund
Deutschlands) was founded to foster women’s Socialist conscience and encourage
active political participation. The Kulturbund was designed to support the
development of a Socialist national culture, as well as to broaden the cultural horizon
of its members in such fields as history of the Heimat, preservation of monuments or
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nature and environment. The VdgB (Verein der gegenseitigen Bauernhilfe) was the
Socialist mass organisation for the collectivised farmer and gardener and promoted

agricultural policies of the SED (Glaefiner 1989:187-8).

Mass organisations were caught between the interest of the party and the interest of
their members. Influential positions were staffed with high-level functionaries from
the SED. The SED however, expected ultimate obedience from its members. The
interests of mass organisations were subordinated to those of the paramount party.
Functionaries of mass organisations therefore struggled between party discipline and
pressure from the organisation’s base. Although participation in mass organisations
was voluntary, it nevertheless represented an elementary condition to advance
politically and professionally, as well as to gain social status (Zimmermann
1988:267). For instance, for school children and university students membership in
the FDJ was almost a prerequisite for later professional success and university
placements. The complete structuring of all aspect of life through the help of mass
institutions imposed the totalitarian principle on every individual in every aspect of

his or her existence and secured the unchallenged supremacy of the SED.

Elections

The election process in the GDR resembled a general mobilisation of the whole
society rather than a conscious decision between political alternatives. The results
were mostly predetermined. Political contents and procedures were controlled
through directives of the Central Committee and the Politbiiro. Elections represented
mere agitational propaganda to show consent to a centrally-designed program and
unity amongst the population. The electorate had to cast its vote openly. Pressures
not to abstain or invalidate the ballot were immense. Not surprisingly, the turnout
reached absurdly high figures. Approval votes for the unity list amounted to little
below 100 per cent. By simply looking at the vast number of refugees (see Chapter
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Two), the people’s dissatisfaction with the political reality became evident and cast

doubts on the legitimacy of elected representatives (Weber 1993:31).

Hence elections in the GDR were symbolic actions. They did not guarantee but
merely reflected participation. The hitherto ‘chosen’ candidates possessed a
mediating function. As opposed to western democracies, where representatives are
supposed to transform the interests of their constituents, the political representatives
of the GDR instead were asked to encourage active participation and the fulfilment
of party-directives. They furthermore informed the state apparatus on public opinion
in their constituencies. The representatives tried to stay actively involved in their
communities and generally kept their jobs to provide closer social contact. However
suspicion against the party ‘big- shot’” who had a newer car and bigger house
remained. Again, a reversal flow of information and interest was absent since top-

down directives ruled over a discourse between base and elite.

The Church

With the establishment of the GDR in 1949, Christians had to confront severe
pressure from the state. From the outset the SED attacked religion as a cultural trait
and faith, as well as its institutions. Classic Marxism regarded the church as a
representative of the ruling class with religion being the ‘opium for the people’.
With oppressive measures and indoctrination in particular of the young the SED
believed it was able to systematically push back the influence of the churches. They
were the logical extension of the party’s ambition for total control of society and the
elimination of independent organisations. Students were barred from attending
universities. Petitions for badly needed repairs to church-owned buildings were
postponed or rejected altogether. Religion was erased from school curricula. With
the introduction of the Jugendweihe in 1954, the state further tried to undermine the
churches position within society. This secular confirmation service for 14 year olds

sought to supplant religious loyalties by an oath to Socialism, the GDR and the
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Soviet Union (Cordell 1990:49). Although not compulsory, refusal to participate in
the Jugendweihe hampered educational and professional opportunities. The measure
prompted harsh protests from clerical ranks. In return, the Evangelical church
banned children who had received secular confirmation from the religious
counterpart. In 1960 however, the church was forced to lift its ban because of a
dramatic decrease in the number of communicants. Until the demise of the GDR up

to 97 per cent of the children participated in the Jugendweihe (Cordell 1990:49).2

In contrast issues of controversy between the Evangelical church and the authorities
were represented most notably in the realm of peace and military affairs. In 1978, the
SED added Wehrkunde (military science) as a compulsory subject for 15 and 16 year
olds to school curricula. Apart from theoretical indoctrination children were taught
practical skills relating to military preparation, including shooting exercises. The
Evangelical church immediately issued protests since its own agenda increasingly
included engagement in peace activities. In 1982, the ‘Dresden Peace Forum’ was
given church sponsorship in order to avoid official cancellation. In the same year
Pastor Rainer Eppelmann, who after the demise of the SED state became
Disarmament Minister of the GDR, and the dissident Robert Havemann wrote the
‘Berlin Appeal’. It called for a withdrawal of all occupying troops from both German
states and issued a proposal for the establishment of a pacifist political order in the
whole of Germany. Additionally the Evangelical church organised ‘peace weeks’

and ‘workshops’ which attracted thousands of young people (Cordell 1990:53).

Despite permanent pressures churches in East Germany therefore were able to

establish themselves as the only legal autonomous organisation which was

2 The Catholic church never achieved a level of importance and influence comparable to that of its
evangelical counterpart and largely refrained from politics altogether. Former officials of the Stasi
department for church relations acknowledged that the apparatus regarded the Catholic church as a
minority church which tried to maintain the highest possible distance from the state, while possessing
a mostly apolitical attitude (Insider Komitee 1994:377). Hence, the goal of theStasi was to prevent
the Catholic church from acquiring an equal status of political involvement and interest as the
Evangelical one - a policy which undoubtedly succeeded.
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independent from state and party. Throughout the existence of the GDR they
remained the sole institutions which were disentangled from the principles of
democratic centralism, while their principles and programmes represented the only
alternative to the SED-dominated political and cultural institutions. The churches
acknowledged the leading role of the SED and did not engage in ideological
competition with state and party. In 1957, Evangelical churches in the GDR issued a
statement of loyalty to the regime. In return the state guaranteed religious toleration
(Cordell 1990:50). Furthermore in 1969 the eastern Evangelical churches departed
from the all-German umbrella organisation EKD (Evangelische Kirche
Deutschlands, Evangelical Church of Germany) and founded their own
organisational unit, the BEK (Bund der evangelischen Kirchen in der DDR;
Association of Evangelical churches in the GDR). This move was welcomed by the
SED since it recognised the political reality of two separate and independent
Germanys. In 1971 the head of the BEK Bishop Schonherr further accepted the
legitimacy of the SED state by declaring that ‘we do not want to be a church against,
or alongside, but in Socialism’ (Krisch 1985:123). Finally in 1976 Honecker
emphasised the common ground of church and state, such as third world issues, a

humanitarian mission and the desire for peace.

Subsequently the SED granted significant concessions. The Evangelical church
gained broader access to the media. It possessed its own mostly uncensored
publishing house and news agency. Most importantly, Honecker reaffirmed the
internal autonomy of the Evangelical church and stressed the continuation of the
party’s policy of freedom to practise religion (Cordell 1990:54). The SED finally
had to acknowledge that religious belief continued to persist in the GDR despite the
secular and anti-clerical official rhetoric. Against this backdrop, the party gradually
withdrew from a policy of aggressive atheism and concentrated on disentangling and
eventually stopping all-German relations between eastern and western churches
(GlaeBner 1989:215).

111



Prior to the revolution, the Evangelical church provided the protection necessary to
establish the civic movement. Demokratie Jetzt (Democracy Now) was established
during a meeting of the BEK synod in Eisenach in September 1989. Demokratischer
Aufbruch (Democratic Awakening) was co-founded by Eppelmann. The Evangelical
church provided the only realm where people could escape from state and party. It
offered a ‘sanctuary’ (Cordell 1990:55) for political and individual expression in an
otherwise streamlined and stifled society. Leading clerics publicly addressed
political problems and shortcomings (Weber 1993:94), such as authoritative state-
citizen relations, military training at school (Wehrkunde), propaganda or censorship.
From this perspective, the Evangelical church provided the basis for a political

potential that was capable of initiating a peaceful revolution.

Although the significant contributions by the Evangelical church in sparking the
revolution should not be underestimated, the BEK remained an institution that was
pulled into politics as a surrogate for absent interest representation for which it
ultimately was not suited. Increasingly the Evangelical church had to confront
enormous difficulties in incorporating the various political groups, such as peace
movements, feminists, or human rights activists, as well as maintaining its mediating
function between state and society. Not only were these particular interest groups
dependant on the protection of the church against authoritative seizures, but the
church also found it extremely difficult to maintain a modus vivendi with the regime
that would guarantee its autonomy. Hence, the BEK was forced to walk along a
tightrope between appeasement of state and party, as well as the incorporation of an

opposition movement which was directed precisely against the same authorities.

As an autonomous body, East German churches encompassed a safety valve function
to relieve frustration and anger caused by the lack of political freedom. Moreover as
a protective umbrella they fostered the establishment of a widespread and organised
opposition. However the churches were only able to survive by avoiding a direct

challenge to the regime. The BEK neither issued a single official stance against the
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regime nor did it help formulate opposition (Lease 1992:269). Instead the churches
were institutionalised within the political system. Their autonomy was safeguarded
by state and party since both recognised their vital importance as a release for
tension and frustration. Thus the churches did not constitute institutional outsiders of

the system but were in fact an integral part of it.

Most importantly churches were crippled by a massive loss in membership. Judging
from the rate of secularisation the SED had clearly won the battle between religion
and Socialism. In 1946, around eighty per cent of the population in the eastern
Liinder were still Evangelical. By 1970, only 40 per cent of East Germans retained
membership. In 1986, the number of Evangelical followers had dropped to 30 per
cent of the populace. All religious denominations together, including around one
million Catholics totalled only 38 per cent (Statistical Yearbook 1990:451).

The churches lacked popular appeal and eventually religious customs and beliefs
were replaced by Socialist secularisation. The revolutionary upheavals of 1989
undoubtedly originated within the environment of the Evangelical church. Clerics
such as Eppelmann and Stolpe personally shaped the unification process.
Organisationally opposition movements were founded under the protective shield of
the BEK. However the role of the Evangelical church was limited to the - quite
literally - provision of space, as a site for ‘pluralistic thought’ (Lease 1992:269). It
functioned as a meeting place for political opponents to the regime who had nowhere
else to convene but within the sphere of the only autonomous organisation of the
GDR. Nonetheless the BEK did not call for the downfall of the regime. It merely
provided a hollow protective shell whose contents were ultimately filled by

programs and demands that did not have their cognitive origins within the church.
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4.2.2. State-Citizen Relations

Distrust and Repression

The political process in the GDR was characterised by a strong distrust towards the
political maturity of the masses. The failure and fatal experiences of other Eastern
European countries in reforming their societies - the upheavals in Hungary and
Poland in 1956, the end of the Prague spring in 1968, strikes and unravelling
tendencies of the political system in Poland in the 1980's - as well as the paramount
strategic position of the GDR and a vast presence of Soviet military forces further
manifested the suspicion of the totalitarian elite towards a more participatory
involvement of the population. Article six of the constitution of 1949 addres‘sed the
encouragement to boycott democratic institutions and organisations’ and declared it
a felony. It provided the SED with a judicial base to persecute any form of
opposition. With political freedom being severely curtailed, Article six further
contributed to despotism and arbitrary rule of law (Weber 1993:28) to safeguard the
status quo of the political system.

Throughout its forty-year long hegemony, the SED vigorously defended its position
of monopoly. As the central means for surveying and controlling the population, the
Ministry for State Security (Stasi) was established as early as 1950. As an
independent body it was only responsible to the Politbiiro (Weber 1993:30). A far
reaching web of informants and agents guaranteed an almost total observation of the
entire society. The opening of the Stasi archives in the aftermath of 1989 revealed
that the apparatus employed a full-time staff of 97,000 people with perhaps as many
as 170,000 unofficial informants (Golz 1994a:344). From this source of sheer
manpower, the Stasi was able to trace and eventually destroy any signs of

opposition.

Further repression was exerted through direct intervention of the SED in the judicial
process. Relying on the cadre principle the party recruited judges and lawyers
according to their ideological conformity. By the 1970°s hardly any jurists came
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from outside the party ranks. Judicial independence was a myth. The Politbiiro and
Central Committee were directly involved in the crafting of bills in an evident
attempt to adjust the law and the constitution to political circumstances. Party
officials, including Honecker or Mielke actively intervened in the jurisdiction by
submitting their opinion on a particular case to the Director of Public Prosecutions.
Additionally, criminal prosecution was mostly handled outside the realm of publicity
to avoid repercussions on the growing international reputation of the GDR (Meyer-
Seitz 1995:32-33).

Apart form these direct interventions, a variety of indirect measures restricted any
notions of individuality. The strictly hierarchical organisation and bureaucratisation
of society, the cycle of regulations, applications and permissions, as well as the cadre
principle guaranteed that any activity within the GDR - whether official or not - was
controlled and supervised by the regime. Educational agencies, mass organisations,
work brigades and political parties safeguarded the principle of paternalism, as well
as the conditioning and utilisation of conforming followers, subjects and obedient
individuals. The party’s monopoly on information resulted in a selective view of life.
Not only was the citizen brainwashed with one-dimensional, ideologically-filtered
information but he or she was also excluded from certain information and ways to
absorb them (see Chapter Five). Books and news were censored, travel granted only
to ideologically sound citizens. Economic activity required the permission of state
and party. Free choice of employment and profession were limited. In the GDR there
was no public arena for discussion or discourse. Opportunities to express individual
demands were absent. The individual could only comply or be silent. The party’s

monopoly was total in qualitative and quantitative ways.

Protest and Discourse
Against the powerful and centralised state and party apparatus, the individual

possessed limited options to protest against political decisions. Some bureaucratic
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procedures tolerated complaints as legal options for citizen action. The director of
the office which was responsible for a particular measure, ruled if and when a
complaint was justified. The involvement of a third and neutral party to oversee just
or unjust causes was missing. A second option were simple petitions to be addressed
to any institution of state or party. These merely represented comments on general
problems for a community or an individual, caused by bureaucratic action, or
prospects for the improvement of bureaucratic measures. Again, petitions were

handled internally. No outside party was involved (Zimmermann 1988:276).

The SED state justified the oligarchic nature of the administrative process in an
ideological manner. The Socialist state existed as a state for all people. It did not
cater for special interests but realised the paramount interest of the whole Socialist
society. Individual complaints could only be regarded as exceptions which justified
an internal handling of the matter. Individualism and the individual right for justice
were superseded by the general interest of the Socialist society. Therefore, the
classic Marxist-Leninist system that was preserved in the GDR excluded the idea of

neutral arbitration as inherently impossible.

For more than 35 years the upheavals of June 1953 represented the last occasion
when East Germans took their frustration and disillusionment with the regime to the
streets. By early 1953, conditions worsened for the population. Shortages in the
provision of consumption goods became imminent accompanied by growing
political oppression against farmers, independent businesses, intellectuals and
members of the church, which at that stage had a following of eighty per cent of the
population (Weber 1993:39). With the death of Stalin in March 1953, the KP of the
Soviet Union embarked on a trail of modest reforms and directly criticised some of
the policies of the SED. Subsequently, in June the East German regime announced
the ‘New Course’ by promising better provision of consumption goods, while
withdrawing price increases and critisising its own drastic repressive measures

against the population. However the SED persisted with the recently introduced and
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demanding planning targets which caused widespread resentment amongst workers
(Weber 1993:40). On June 17, strikes and demonstrations were held in more than
300 towns and villages. In Halle-Merseburg and in Magdeburg, strike committees
seized power and set prisoners free. Increasingly, economic demands were
complemented by political calls for freedom and free general elections. For a short
while, the SED elites lost control over their state until Soviet tanks crushed the

uprising and restored order.

The events of 1953 fundamentally eroded the legitimacy of the worker-and-peasant
state. It became obvious that the SED state had to rely on oppression and military
strength, while Socialist idealism and the Communist utopia were disguised as
myths. People realised that a transformation of the Stalinist system ultimately
depended on Soviet policies and directives. The idea however, to actively participate

in improving and designing one’s society was given a decisive blow.

In 1970 the visit of the Federal Republic’s chancellor Willy Brandt to Erfurt gave
East Germans a welcomed opportunity for public expression. In front of the eyes of
western cameras, the ovations for Brandt were interpreted as critical signs of
condemnation of the SED state. The overwhelmingly positive reception for Brandt
who was about to receive the Nobel prize for peace for his détente policy with the
Communist bloc caught the SED elites by surprise. It indicated that the apparent
stability which emerged in the 1960’s was not caused by supportive public attitudes
towards the regime. Instead on rare occasions such as Brandt’s visit, the SED
became to realise that they had mistaken tranquility in the GDR for system
conformism. This merely reflected the nature of the Communist dictatorship.
Conformism to the system was forced by oppression. The individual was infantilised
in the political process and became indifferent. Brandt’s visit represented a rare

break from the streamlined participation that was offered by the totalitarian regime.
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By the mid 1970’s, growing criticism within the Communist bloc against the Soviet
way and the advocacy of Euro-Communist alternatives did not fail to produce an
impact on the GDR. In June 1976, the SED organised a conference of 29 European
Communist parties. Propagated notions of independence from the Soviet Union and
of political and ideological pluralism (Weber 1993:90) found a strong echo in the
GDR. However, the regime persisted on Stalinist politics and continued to crush any
form of opposition, let alone criticism. Subsequently the intellectual scene in the
GDR was subject to severe repression. Rudolf Bahro whose book Die Alternative
was only published in the west was put on trial, imprisoned and later expelled to the
FRG. Intellectuals, such as Wolf Biermann and Reiner Kunze were forced to follow
him. Robert Havemann, who was ousted from the party in 1964 and lost his
professorship at the Humboldt University in East Berlin continued to argue for
democratisation and rule of law and was victim to persistent harassment by the Stasi.
Even Christa Wolf, the world-known writer and former member of the Central
Committee was criticised by the authorities. Eventually, the party re-established its
‘monopoly on opinion’ (Weber 1993:90). Repression and expulsion demonstrated
that the regime was not willing to share power and responsibilities practically, as
well as ideologically. In the conflict between open discourse and power, the free

mind was the ultimate loser.

Only on these few occasions - 1953, Brandt’s visit and ultimately 1989 - did public
discontent caused a destabilising challenge to the regime. Indeed, the GDR did not
have a prominent public figure of the stature of Vaclav Havel or Lech Walesa
around whom a dissident movement could have developed. Oppression and
surveillance in the GDR were driven to perfection. Dissidents and intellectuals were
‘interviewed’ by the Stasi, indicted, imprisoned or more vigorously expelled to the
FRG. A critical opposition therefore could never get off the ground. The coercive
conformism deprived the SED of much needed feed-back and information.
Imprisonment and expulsion to the west caused a ‘brain-drain’, while others chose or

were forced to adopt internal exile. Moreover, the vast numbers of refugees who fled
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the GDR contributed to an ever decreasing potential for opposition. In the end,
accommodation with and within the system, retreat into the private sphere and
political indifference were the remaining solutions. The SED regime succeeded in
silencing any form of dissent. The Orwellian web of surveillance and oppression had

the country under firm control.

However by 1989 the discrepancy between the ideological notion of the Socialist
society and the dictatorial reality became unbearable for the population. The
dramatic series of events which lead to the downfall of the Democratic Republic
were sparked by public discontent over local elections in May 1989. Although the
authorities persistently forged election results over the past decades, East Germans
were no longer willing to accept the distortion of their public will. Hundreds of
citizens lay criminal charges against officials, accompanied by protests, most notably
in Leipzig. For the regime, the downward spiral into defeat had begun. In June
further protests emerged after the SED’s strong denouncement of the democracy
movement in China and the party’s approval of the Tianmen Square massacre. The
easing of border restrictions between Hungary and Austria lead to a mass emigration
wave. Over the summer thousands of East Germans travelled south to escape
through the first hole in the ‘Iron Curtain’ since the building of the Berlin Wall in
1961. On its own territory the regime had to confront a growing number of protest
groups, who decided against emigration but instead demanded reform. In August the
social democratic party of the GDR (SDP) was founded. In September the civic
movements Neues Forum and Demokratie Jetzt emerged on the scene. The Neues
Forum demanded a democratic dialogue with the authorities. Demokratie Jetzt

issued a proposal for the democratic reform of the GDR (Weber 1993:104).

The regime did not see the writing on the wall both at home and in other countries of
the Communist bloc which followed Gorbachev in his pursuit of change. In an
arrogant fashion they denounced any reform tendencies as counter-revolutionary.

‘The party is always right’ still determined its dogmatic attitude. Consequently, the
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state responded with force. Mass arrests and imprisonment followed. These further
heightened public discontent and aggravated even politically-neutral citizens. The
indignation over the Stalinist dictatorship, its mis-interpretation of the sweeping
changes within the Bloc and the all too obvious out-of touch state of their elites
finally prompted East Germans to challenge the regime and - after 36 years - take
their anger to the streets. But not only civic deficiencies were addressed. Growing
confidence now resulted in the expression of resentment at the systemic

shortcomings in the realm of consumer provision and economic production.3

In Leipzig the weekly ‘Monday demonstrations’ became the barometer for the
dawning of the revolution. On October 2 20,000 marched through the streets. Two
weeks later, the numbers had increased to 120,000, followed by 300,000 on October
23. The civic movements enjoyed growing support. By mid-October, Neues Forum
already had 25,000 members (Weber 1993:105). On November 4, around one
million people demonstrated in East Berlin for freedom of speech and press, for the
easing of travel restrictions but foremost for free elections. With the fall of the Wall
the peaceful revolution reached its climax. On December 8, Honecker’s successor

Egon Krenz resigned and the SED dictatorship finally collapsed.

Civic Standards

The implications of forty years of totalitarianism for the civic standards of the
population were extraordinary. The ambition of the SED to infiltrate all aspects of
political life resulted in political apathy and passiveness. This was indicated by a
sample survey in 1967, where 53 per cent of the respondents were not able to answer
how their parliamentary representative fulfilled his or her responsibilities (Niemann
1993:229). Moreover in 1987, a representative survey amongst workers of all age
groups revealed that only 33 per cent had experienced that their opinion had

influenced a decision within their working environment. The majority of 51 per cent

*Fora gripping account on the mass protests in Leipzig see Helmut Zwahr 1993.
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totally denied this (Forster and Roski 1990:48). The propagated ideology of
Marxism-Leninism, of the ‘new Socialist man’ and the ‘Communist utopia’
remained shallow dogmatism, their contents did not infiltrate the political conscience
of the general population. The citizens fulfilled their participative duties, often as in
the case of elections in a ritualised, dispassionate manner. The people gave the state

what the state required, but nothing more and hardly anything voluntarily.

Life in the GDR was characterised by a peculiar arrangement between the political
elites and the population. Over the course of forty years a consensus developed that
guaranteed the former a certain degree of respect and obedience, and the latter social
protection and general material benefits (Grunenberg 1988:98). The relationship
between the totalitarian apparatus and the masses can be described as toleration for
security. As long as the regime was able to pass on guarantees, the people were
willing to sustain public order and to accept the political power structures (Rytlewski
1989:19). Hence, by the late 1960’s economic consolidation and an increased

provision of consumer goods accounted for a modest contentment with the regime.

However the emotional commitment remained shallow. Official duties and private
identification with the political system stayed on separate grounds. The people
accomodated themselves with the state. The fulfilment of duties lacked any idealistic
notions. They were performed out of material concerns. Ideological conviction was
missing. Conformity to the principles of society was honoured by the authorities
with the provision of education, pensions and general social security in a Socialist
welfare state. Generally speaking, identification with the political principles of a
society generates a buffer of support which is able to overcome periods of crises.
This buffer of ideological commitment was absent in the GDR. By the mid 1970’s
the gap between official promises and reality grew wider. World-wide recession, oil
shocks and the influence of Euro-Communism ended the short spell of system
satisfaction. Criticism against the inadequate provision of consumer goods,

stagnating living standards and the persistent repression of opposition and
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individuality (Weber 1993:87) demonstrated that attitudes towards the political

system were strictly output-oriented. Clearly, ideological commitment was severely

lacking in the GDR.

The upheavals of June 1953 vigorously demonstrated to every East German the
consequences of political activism and opposition: Soviet tanks and political
repression. The legacy of June 1953 further contributed to the dominating feeling of
resignation and helplessness, due to the overwhelming power and omnipresence of
the regime which controlled the entire political process. The SED and its satellite
block parties and mass organisations, its socialisation and education agencies formed
a network which had the GDR society under firm control. From kindergarten to
school to university, from societal organisations to the military, from leisure and

vacation to education and work, the impact of the regime was felt continuously

throughout an individual’s life.

To achieve political, professional or societal status, the citizens were required to
accommodate themselves within the totalitarian system. People had to function, had
to follow orders. Individualism, creativity and plurality were suppressed which
resulted in a generalised and streamlined society. Interest aggregation was subject to
party domination, articulated through state or party institutions, while the
consideration of particular interests rested upon the exclusive approval of the party.
The state withdrew any individual political responsibilities from its citizens. It
interfered in private affairs and lay down the tracks for every individual’s life. The

people were in fact politically and socially incapacitated.
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4.3. The Federal Republic

4.3.1. The Era Adenauer

After the collapse of the Third Reich a general disillusionment with politics was
widespread in the newly established Bornn Republic. The catastrophic experiences of
Weimar and the Nazi-dictatorship left a deep and traumatic mark on the population,
where people never again wanted to get involved in politics (Sontheimer 1990:37).
Over a period of less than thirty years three political systems - the Wilhelmian
Empire, the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich - had failed. Political supporters
of the previous regimes were often subject to harsh punishment after a new political
order had been established. The treatment of the political opposition after the rise of
Hitler and the de-nazification programs in the aftermath of World War II convinced

many people that politics was a dangerous, unrewarding business.

The tasks of organising the new state, of crafting the new constitution and of
designing new policies were undertaken with hardly any public participation.
Participation during the Adenauer era was characterised by a strong representative
principle. The Grundgesetz showed little trust in the political individual. Based on
the experiences of Weimar, plebiscitary elements were regarded as a potential danger
to democracy. For the founding fathers of the Basic Law and for the allied
authorities the enthusiastic mass support for Hitler represented the critical point of
departure for the instalment of democracy in Germany. A consensus emerged which
sought to safeguard the newly democratised citizens from the danger of populist and
demagogic appeals. Consequently, the active participatory rights of the Weimar
constitution, such as the direct election of the President or provisions for the
initiative of referenda were carefully avoided in the Basic Law. Mass political
participation was ‘simply not encouraged’ (Conradt 1989:238) but instead was
designed to be guided by parties and interest groups as the main agents for

articulating political interest.
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Table 4.5. Participation in West German Elections (percentages)
Legislative Period  Federal Level  L#nder Level

1949-53 78.5 73.8
1953-57 86.0 71.5
1957-61 87.8 75.9
1961-65 87.8 74.8
1965-69 86.8 76.9
1969-72 86.7 78.1
1972-76 91.1 823
1976-80 90.7 79.2
1980-83 88.6 81.8
1983-87 89.1 75.7
1987-90 84.4 72.5

Source: Statistical Yearbooks.

As indicated in Table 4.5. turn-outs at federal and Ldnder elections already reached
high standards by 1953. Although generally speaking, participation in elections has
the tendency to turn into a dutiful habit, the high numbers were particularly
impressive in light of the absence of a compulsory obligation to cast one’s vote.
Moreover in international comparison, turn-outs were already higher than in the
United States or in Great Britain (Dalton 1993:179) and constituted a ‘permanently
renewed legitimacy for the political system and the political parties’ (Hesse and
Ellwein 1992:208).

Nevertheless beyond the civic duty of voting, participation remained reluctant and
by no means active as demonstrated by the total membership figures of all political
parties which during the 1950’s hardly exceeded one million (Rudzio 1993:465).
The already existing political infrastructure would have given ample opportunity for
active participation. However although the formal legislative, executive and
judicative institutions of democracy, as well as political parties and interest groups

were well-established, passivity prevailed. The individual kept a suspicious distance
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frompolitics. It seemed that the intense and often forced political commitment and
involvement of the Nazi era was followed by a reverse retreat from politics, resulting
in a ‘detached, practical and almost cynical attitude towards politics’ (Almond and
Verba 1963:429). For instance in 1955, only nine per cent would have liked to see
their son holding a political post, while seventy per cent disapproved of the idea
(Noelle-Neumann 1981:153). The Civic Culture study of Almond and Verba of 1959
noted the lack ‘of the underlying set of political attitudes that would regulate the
operation of these [political] institutions in a democratic direction (Almond and
Verba 1963:496). Instead, attitudes towards the political system and the performance
of the government were ‘pragmatic’ (Almond and Verba 1963:429) with a

widespread complacent satisfaction with political output.

The early years of the Bonn Republic until 1960 were characterised by a succession
of political and economic successes. The new system mastered an economic miracle,
industrial harmony and the expansion of social services, while also achieving
membership in NATO and the Common Market, the return of the Saar region by
France and the restoration of full sovereignty. The young Republic provided the
framework for a miraculous economic recovery, for growing material wealth, as well
as for international security during the emerging Cold War. Indeed, the proverb ‘Es
geht wieder aufwdrts’ (things are looking up again) accurately described the
Adenauer era. The post-war success story was designed and implemented by
political and economic elites. The public’s participation in politics until the 1960’s
however, was characterised by passivity. Formal participatory acts such as voting
required little commitment. Almond and Verba (1963) described the civic attitude of
the populace as a ‘passive subject orientation’ which yet had to be balanced by a
‘participant orientation’. For most West Germans, there was no apparent reason for
dissent or dissatisfaction with the new system which would have forced him or her

to seek more active participation and involvement.
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These notions of passivity and obedience strongly reflected the historical German
etatistic tradition. Since the mid 19th century, German political thinking regarded the
state as ‘the incarnation of common interest (Sontheimer 1990:36). The state
represented the guarantor of safety and order. It was not however, perceived as an
instrument for the political organisation of society. Values of obedience and order
dominated those of individualism, freedom and opposition. The interest of the state
as a common and organised entity were paramount to individual aspirations.
Individual freedom could only be realised within the given structures of the state.
Consequently, a certain discomfort in accommodating particular manifestations of
interest developed, since these were regarded as counter-productive to the state as
the embodiment of the public weal. Instead of embracing reasonable conflict and
political discourse as means for a productive societal process, the German tradition

regarded such notions as disturbing factors to harmony (Sontheimer 1990:39).

Despite their discontinuities, the three political systems prior to the Bonn Republic
had managed to subordinate the public under the power of the state. Their
governments had always ‘conditioned’ (Dalton 1993:115) or forced the public into
accepting authority. Democratic standards such as majority rule, minority rights,
individual liberties and pluralism were alien concepts to most West Germans (Dalton
1993:125). Stability and order were superior to individual freedom. Political power
originated from the state and not from the people. This cultural trait fostered the
establishment of the new political order after the demise of Hitler. As the public was
used to subordinating individualism, political decisions and directives from the new
authorities were accepted in a obedient fashion. Paradoxically, the legacy of the

Obrigkeitsstaat helped to get the new democracy off the ground.

4.3.2. Participation After 1960
By the mid-1960's, the prevalent patterns of passivity, obedience and subservience

were subject to an impressive transformation. Beginning in 1967, the student
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movement vehemently criticised the modus vivendi of political representation and
participation. An anti-authoritarian protest swept across the Federal Republic.
Fostered by leftist intellectuals from the ‘Frankfurt School’, criticism was directed
against the strictly representative and oligarchic nature of the political system. The
limited chances of contributing to the political process were judged as an
authoritarian relic of the past. The absence of a clear break from the Nazi era was
critisised, arguing that the Bonn Republic had merely been built on economic and

material wealth, while neglecting a moral resurgence and democratic commitment.

The elitist, strictly representative phase of the early Federal Republic came to a
gradual end. The symbol of post-war stability, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, had
already departed in 1963. The rise of Willy Brandt and the SPD to governmental
power signalled the dawn of a new era. Politik wagen (dare to do politics) the slogan
of the Social Democrats found a far-reaching echo. Controversial policy innovations
of the Brandt government of 1969 (in particular Ostpolitik) fostered a widespread
political discourse which was accompanied by a growing involvement of the

population in election campaigns (Conradt 1989:248).

These trends combined, elevated West Germany towards a more politicised
democracy. Although the student movement also brought elements of political
radicalism, even culminating in terrorism, the cultural and generational clashes of
the 1960’s and 70’s did not fail to exert a permanent participative impact. The legacy
of the student movement was represented in the political mobilisation of a formerly
passive and recipient society. Extra-parliamentary activism, peace initiatives or
public interest groups were significant approximations to the normative citizenship

virtues of active, concerned and informed political individuals.

The increase in and growing opportunities for political participation prompted a
more positive evaluation of the degree of perceived freedom of expression and in

particular to the more open character of that participation (Conradt 1989:243). West
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German society was now regarded as freer and more inviting for political discourse
and expression. As shown in Table 4.6. the number of respondents who held the
opinion that one can freely express oneself politically rose from 55 per cent in 1953
to a peak in 1971 with 84 per cent. Clearly, by the 1970’s affirmative democratic
experiences during the Bonn Republic outweighed obedient and subservient notions

which were generated during the oppressive era of the “Third Reich’.

Table 4.6. Attitudes Towards Freedom of Political Expression in West Germany (percentages)
Question: Do you have the feeling that today in West Germany one can freely state one’s opinion, or
is it better to be cautious?

1953 1962 1971 1976 (June) 1976 (Dec.)

can speak freely today 55 71 84 78 73
there are limitations, better be careful 35 21 13 18 23
undecided, other 10 8 3 4 4

Source: Institut fiir Demoskopie, quoted in Conradt 1989:242.

The reversal trend by 1976 was largely caused by a shift in the attitudes of younger,
better-educated and politically active citizens. While the aggregate decline between
June and December 1976 was six per cent, the drop amongst those under thirty was
15 per cent. Such a decrease within one specific group suggested that political
experiences since 1971 must have had an inhibitory effect on political expression
which was specific to this group. Indeed, as demonstrated by Conradt (1989: 243-
247) the implementation of compulsory security checks for all candidates for public
employment (including teachers) had the greatest effect on younger, educated
respondents. It indicated that post-war socialisation - the experience of growing up
in an open society - created a natural, given standard. For the younger, educated and
politically active citizens political freedom and expression developed into essential
norms. Any attacks on these were therefore perceived as threats to individual

liberties. In contrast older generations were more likely to compare the
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contemporary relative degree of freedom in the Federal Republic to the worse
conditions as experienced under the Nazi regime. The decline of 1976 therefore also
indicated a trend towards more critical, confident and politically aware citizenry -
albeit predominantly amongst the social strata of the younger and educated middle

class.

Interest in Politics and Active Participation

As shown in Table 4.7. the general interest in politics increased considerably from
27 per cent in 1952 to 48 per cent in 1980. Although the significance of this data
may have been limited by the social desirability of a positive answer which could
have prompted respondents in giving the impression of a politically informed
individual, the stark differences between 1952 and 1980 nonetheless allow for the
conclusion of a trend towards a politica<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>