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I l: Competing Master Narratives:
G es ch i chtsp o liti h and Identity
Discourse in Three German Societies

Thornas Ahbe

Trvo Rival German States and Two
Competing Master Narratives :

Geschichtspolitih in the 1950s and 1960s

tTt"t euESTroN As ro rvHy, fbllowing the "peacefLl revolution" in the
I GDR and its acccssion (Bein itt) to the Federal Republic, the issue of

"inner unity" continues to be so passionately debated in Germany requires
some understanding of the history as rvell as the deep-rooted ideological
and mental positions of the trvo rival German postwar states.l After 1945
escalating conflict over political and economic development rvas plal's6 .ra
in the rivalry benveen the nvo German states, and the fbunding principles
of East Germany ancl West Germanl'created trvo opposing political blocs.
The master narratives that infbrmed the societies of the two new states had
the same goal, namely to trv and make sense of the catastrophic National
Socialist period and the Second World War and the trauna of German divi-
sion, but also to exollerate a large percellt:rge of their populations and
integrate them into the neu'system. Both posnvar states claimed to have
drawn the correct conclusions from the historical catastrophe, and each
accused the other of continuities rvith National Socialism.

The rnaster narratives of both German states sought to establish
legitimacy' through a distorted image of their Western/Eastern colrnter-
part as is exemplifiecl in the interpretations of the uprising of l7 June
1953. The GDR al*,a)'s regarded this as an attempted pr.rtsch orchestrated
by Fascist provocateurs sent by the West in rvhich rvorkers, misinfbrmed by
Western propaganda, became involved. In West Germanl' the East German
uprising was to become one of the fbr.rndation stone s of national ide ntiq',
and until unification tl-ris date rvas the onll' public holiday in the FRG.
Almost every Westenl commentator characterized the uprising as anti-
totalitarian and as a late attempt to make up fbr the absence of any mass

revolt during the Third Reich.2 On 16 fune 1954 the fbderal government's
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press and information service dulv announced thtrt the uprising that had
taken place the 1'ear before tvas conclusiye proof that the Germans didhaye
the inner strength to n'ithstand dictatorships and n,rann)'. In 1956 the
SPD politician Carlo Schmid stated, "fder 17 . funi] hat viele Flecken hin-
s'egges.'aschen, mit denen das mchlose Regirne des Nationalsozialismus
unseren Namen beschmutzt hat. Dies gibt ur-rs Deutschen u'ieder das
Recht, auch in der Mitte r.on Völkern, die ihren IQrnpf um die Freiheit
schon längst gewonnen haben, das Haupt hoch zu tragen."3

The comparison of the "brou'n" and "red" dictatorships and talk of
totrrlitarian s)'sterns held ideological currenct, in West Germaul' until the
mid-1960s.4 Until then the West German attitude to the "Eastern Zone"
rvas mainlf informed bv propagandrr organizations, including, for example ,

the People's Union for Peace and Freedon-r, financed by 1-t. federal gor,-
emment and the American defense department, the campaigns of the non-
partisan Cornmittee fbr an Indivisible Germanl', and those US-subsidized
publishers u'ho offered left-u,ing criticism of the Cornmunist dictatorship
in the East.s The GDR, on the other hand, sougl-rt to provoke b), stressing
the Federal Republic's strol-rg personal ties q'ith the Third Reich. But it u'as

not onll' through the m14[ of anti-Fascism that the GDR sougl-rt legiti-
macr'. One of the central tenets of its legitimization discourse was the
rhetoric concerning the Fascist and rer.anchist pou.ers that l'cre allegedlv
dominant in the FRG.6 In 1965 the GDR state publishing house issued
the so-called Broll'n Book in three editions, docr-rmenting the National
Socialist past of some tu.elve hundred members olthe elite u'ho u'ere nol.
active il-l s1,s11' professional sector in the FRG. The book allos,cd the GDR
to kill nvo birds u'ith one stone: on the one hand the normallt' isolated
East German state was able to generate intemational interest; on the other
it could put pressure on its Westem competitor.

Once the (German) Basic Treatv of 1972 had eased the relationship
bets'een the tn'o states, mutual perceptior-rs began to change, especialll,the
West Germans'r.ielv of the East Germans. This u,as largely a result of the
personal impressions gained through visits to relatives, bnsiness trips, and,
later, school excursions to the GDR, as rvell as the observations of West
Germirn jourrnalists, rvho u'ere nen.l1' s51.b1ished and accredited in the
GDR.7 As u,ell as otTering a critique of those in pon'er, the latter rvere
concemed *'ith the problerns of dai\'lift in the GDR and considered these
in the context of the state 's ideals and official self-representation, u'hich
i-rlso sen,ed the East German population as a useftil point of comparison.
For most West Germans, especiallt' )roLlllg adults, the GDR \vas no longer
"evil" or the totalitarian Cornnunist enernl', but rather a countr\r of r-rnfä-

rniliar Gennans u'ho rvere simph' diflbrent from "rls" in rnapl' 11,11's.

In the 1970s and 1980s West German research into tl-re GDR in the
fields of contemporarv historl' and the social sciences \\.as influenced bv
modernization theory, conflict theorr', elite theorr', and s1'stems theon' and
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thus fbllorvcd trends in mainstream international research. After 1990 it
$'as totalitarianism theorY that enjol,cd an unexpected renaissance.s The
historical treatment of the GDR began to prioritize certain themes -political stmctures and the apparatus of coerciou, crimes and terror, and
the victims. The extent to u4rich the confbrmiq' or identification of large
groups of the GDR population u,ith tl're regime l-rad stabilized East Gerruan
society rvas ofless interest.

The dorninance of totalitarianistn theerl, l,as reflected in the u'ork of
a number of ac:rden-ric institutions. Soor-r after it rvas established the gor'-
enlrlent ol the nerv fbderal state of Saxony decided to establish the
Flannah Arendt Institute fbr Researcl'r on Totalitarianisnt, s'hich began its
u'ork in 1993. Through research, confbrences, and the ftinding of doctoral
studies the institute fbcuses on research into the Communist and National
Socialist regirnes and publishes the results in virrious journals including the
institute's orvn. Bs1,o11d acadcmic debates among contemporar),histori;rns
and social scientists, the totalitarianism concept became paradigmatic in
politics, the media, and political education. This discourse led to polariza-
tions rvithin unified German sociery irs exemplified by political debates on
recellt historl, and broader debates on the development of memorial
sites.

Middle-Class and Working-Class Society

Tlre nrairr tendencies in the Geschichtspolitih (politics of historl,) of Emt
and West Germanl'as surnmarized above infh.renced subsequent gellcra-
tions and especialll' people u'orking ir-r politics, culture, education,
actrc.lemia, and the media. People from all u'alks of lifb underrvent diflbrer-rt
kinds of socialization in East and West Genttan\'. In the I950s attempts
u'ere made to alter the self:perceptiol'r of the u,orking class in thc FRG and
to ellcouragc a middle-class conscior-rsness. Dirk Schindelbeck r"rnd Volker
Ilgen describe a campaign conducted in 1956 in their 1999 studl' "Haste
n,as, ltiste v&s!" Werbu.ng für die Sozinle Mnrhhvirtschaft. An advertisement
from the cnd of that )/ear reads,

Der l(lassenkampf ist zu Encle. Den Begliff des Proletariers gibt es

nicht n-rel-rr. Im freien Deutschlancl vollzieht sich einc geschichtlichc
Wurdh.rng: der ehcmals klassenbeu'usste Arbeiter u'ird zum selbstbe-
\\'Llsstenr ficien Bürger. Ein Mann, der auf lange Sicht plant, cler fiir
seine I(ncler eine gründliche Scl'rulung verlangt, der clurch Eigentum
die Freiheit seiner Fan.rilic zu sichern sucht, das ist der Al'beiter \ron
heute.e

In the East, too, propaganda talked of a "geschichtliche Wandlung" (his-
torical tum). On the centenarv ol the 1848 revolution a huge banner
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hanging in the center of n'ar-damaged Leipzig declared the end of the
bourgeois epoch: "Das Btirgertum hat 1948 r.rnd in der Folgezeit versagt.

Die Ftihrung irn K:rmpf und Einheit, Demokratie und Frieden ist der
Arbeiterklasse zugefirllen." I 0

In the East denazification \\'as part of an ef-fort to end the class s\/stem.
The middle class, the funkers, and most of the landed gentn' no longer
plaved a role in the economl', hence lost their influeuce on socieq' and
everydal, lifb. Some of them left fbr the West, as did n-ran1'of those people
uüo did not wallt to be part of the neu' sociefi' or s4ro had to flee. The
social profile of the East German elite thus changed: betn'een 1945 and
1955 fbr example, one hundred fifü' thousand forrner production n,orkers
took ou leading rolcs in the state and economr'.llA u'orkiug-class socien'
thus developed. The färrners, doctors, engineers, profbssors, and school
directors ma)r ha\re stalrsd as thelr 1'ere and nou-rvorking-class social
milieus still existed, but these had a u,orking-class accent. The sociologist
Wolfgang Engler describes the normative and dominatlt inflLlence of the
u'orking class thus:

Die Ostdeutschcr-r lebten in einer Gcsellschaft, in der clie Arbciterschaft
sozial und kr.rlturell dominierte r.rnd die anderen Teilgruppen mehr
oder s'eniger "r'erarbeiterlichte n". Es u'äre eine Absr-rrdität zu
bchaupten, die ostdeutschen Arbeiter hätten die politische Herrschaft
ausgetibt. Aber das soziale Zepter hielten sie in der Hand.
Anschauungen, Meinungen, Konventionen, Klcidungs- und
Konsumgeu'ohnheiten und nicht zttletzt die Alltagssitteu richteter.r
sich nach den Norrnen ur.rd Idealen der arbeitenden l(lassen.l2

Tl-re fbcus of everyda)' lifb in East Germanv was therefbre quite different
frorn that in the bor.rrgeois West. Over generations the East German men-
tali$, began to change , though the GDR s ideological program played onlv
a minor role in tl-ris. Representatives of the s'orking class did not need to
be advocates of state ideologl', and the bourgeois milieu rvas easill' recon-
ciled rvith pro-Socialist sentiments.

Tl-re oft-cited "social warmth" that existed in the GDR, the feelir-rg of
social equin,, also undoubtedlv had a suffbcating and destmctive sidc.
According to Engler:

Die Feindseligkeit, die konsequenten Außenseitern ir.r der DDR ent-
geger.rschlug uud zur inneren Kapitulation drär'rgte, n'nrzelte ir-r dem-
selben Egalitarismns, der ir-r anderen Zusammcnhänger.r Solidarität
verbtirgte. In einer arbeiterlicher-r Gesellschaft soll sich niemar-rd über
die anderen erheben, ;,rber auch niemand untergehen. Wer nicht nur
r.rngeu'öhnlich lebte, sondern überdies Rat und Hilfb der anderen
verschmähte, selber Auskunft s'ußte, provozierte die
Normalitätser\\,artungeu der lJmwelt gleich doppelt. Il-rm u'ar nicht
beizukommen und auch nicht zu helfen. Das zurtickgerviesene
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Beistandsar-rgebot verblnd sicl-r mit clem enttriuschterl
I(rnfbn-r-rittitsverlangcn und perverticrtc. Wer notorisch attf seiner'

Arroganz bestancl, der durfte nicht r-rur, der sollte scheitern und clic

Überlegenhe it tler kollektiven Vernur.rft möglichst schr.nerzlich
erfähren.l'1

For those rvho had intemalized middle-class cour.'cntions and pattems of
behavior, this proletarianization of East German socieqr meant the loss ol
these traditionalll' hcld and normative fiurctions. This is the perspective
from rvhich the author Irene Böhme comments on the proccss:

Sittenzerfirll - Der ganze bürgerlicl.re Ph.rr.rder, übcr Bord mit il-rr.n.

Knicks r.u.rd Verbeugung c'ler I(r-rder: eir.r Zeicl-rcr-r der Verkrüppelung.
Ar,rfiteher.r vor Alteren, Vorgcsctzten: cin Überrest dcs
Untertancngeistes. Wir alle sincl "pcr DLl", deuu u,ir sincl rlle in cler
Gel'erkschafl. Bei Tisch benehmcu u'ir ltus, s'ic cs in eitrer
Proletarierküche üblich ist. Mit Schürze und Hlusschuhen iruf die
Strrße, r.nit der.n Blaumann ins Gasthirus, die Arbeitskleiclur.rg ist cin
Ehrenkleicl. Bunte Pcrlonschürzen iiberf}.rten Fabriken, Lädert,
Ar-rbr.rl:rtorier-r und Kontore. Bald be mcrkt niemattcl tnehr, u'ie häßlich
sie sincl. Sie sind praktisch. . . . Zttr ncuen Alt des Zustrmmeulebens
gehört, daß mirn lnders mitcinandcr redet als fiüher. Man spricht
cieftig, grob und geradezn, nennt c-l;rs ofl'en r.urcl ehrlich.l{

Though exaggeratccl, this refbrence to the aesthetic and fbrmal dirnen-
sions of the s'orkers' societl'does underline its diflbrence from bourgeois
sociery

Studies into people's perception of their class have shorvn to rvhat
extent the ps1'chological and ideological paradigms of the *'orking and
middle classes have left their rnark. These studies present people's subjec-
tive vier'vs; objective sociological criterir are not considerccl. It is interest-
ing to see hou' the nvo now unified populations colltinue to define
thcrnseh'es irccording to subjective cl:rss distinctions. In 1992-93, 6luÄ of
those trom the fbmrer GDR, descendel-rts of the workers' socieq', iclenti-
fiecl themsclves as rvorking or lower clirss aud onl,t,37% as middle class. It
*'as almost exacdl'the opposite in the rvest, u'here onlt'29% sarr' thern-
selves as lvorking or lower class and 57o/o satt'themselves as r-nembers of the
micldle class.

In both societies, then, a significant number of people identifi'*'ith a

prrticular class to u4rich, according to objective, sociologicirl criteria, thel'
do not actualllr belong. The class u'ith u'hich thef identifl,is that u,hich
represented the respcctable pillar of society, in the narratives of the tu'o
German stirtes. In the East this u'as the *'orking class; in the West it u'rs
thc middle class. One might have expectecl these dilferences to lel'el off
gradually ollce the GDR and its cor-rditions of socialization had vanished,
but studies in 2000 and 200I sho*,ed that the situation had blreh'
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changed. Such identification with a particular class appears to be deeply
ingrained in the mentalities of both eastern and western Germans.

The Socio-Psychological Aspects of Unification

Competing notions of normality that evolved from socialization processes

in East and West Germany and had not previously been given much
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Transformation ohne Integration (Opladen: Westd.eutscher Verlng, 1998), 148.
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thought sr.rcldenll, collided in the 1'ears aftcr unification. This prclcess hrs
been lddressed in a large nr.rmber ol ulemoirs ind academic studies rrnd

through rvicle mcdia coverage. Studies b1'the political scientist ancl therl-
pist Wolf Wagncr have proved especilllv instructi'r'e hcre. hgncr lnoved
f}om Berlin to teach rrt ir continlling-education college in Erfurt in the
fbmrer GDR and describes the tensions that emergecl in tl-rc pattems of
communicltion benveen eastern Germans irnd rvestern Gcrmans in the
1990s. He adopts the "cnlture shock" rnoclel, according to u'hich succcss-

firl commr.rnication depencls on sporltilllcoLrs conlrllll.licadorr pilttc rns ind
establishecl negotiation prlctices, the significance and appropriateness of
rvhich are repertedly reaflirmed r,vithin a specific culturarl col-ltext.l5 Whell
people fi'om diflbrent cultural backgrouncis coure together and behr'rve

according to their Llsllal patterns, the), arc often not nnderstood as thcy
u'or,rlcl expcct to be, rcsulting in a breakdon'n in communication. Wirgner
oflbrs simple examples to cncapsulatc just horv conflict-ladcn the diflbr-
ences benveen eastern ancl rvcstem Germr'ur socialization g'ere in the
1990s. In the castern Gemran context, fbr example, it is r-rsual to shake

hands u'ith collcagr.res at thc beginning anci irt the end of the dar', some -

thing that happcns less oftcn in the rvest. A,n adherence to habitual mories
of bchavior can leacl to nlldesired consecluences ancl flustratiorls il1 the
clailf inlsl..,ltural intcrirction benveen cast and west Gcrfirlurs. The cirstcm
Gerurans mirl' be convinced that the \\'estern Gemrans i'rre retirsing to shake

their h:rncl, that the1, rrre rrrogant, irloof, ancl ruclc. The u'estem Gcmrrrns,
on the other hancl, urrr), think of thc eastcrn Germlns, u'ho sceminglv
ne\rer stop trf ing to shake hands, irs overh/ fämilirr, old-firshioned, lnd
provincial. Similrrr mutual urisunclerstandings emerge u'hen it coures to the
conventions ol small talk. Whereas eilstern Germans are prone to talking
about shortcomings, grievanccs, trncl even personal problems, \\'esterll
Germlns prefbr simplc ancl uivial topics. ln thcir respective cultr.rres this
s'orks pertecdy n'ell: the sq4e of communication in the east cngenclers
closcness, al sellse ol belonging, cnlpilth\/, or evcn solidaritr'; likcu,ise , the
cstablished \\'esterll Gerrnirn conduct prodnces a cor-r-rfbrtable, positive
siturtion in u'hich thc agents c.u'r be as rvittv or discrcte as is necessarr'. It
is onlt'u.'hcn eastern and u'estem Gerrlans come together and behave ls is
"propcr" rccorcling to their respective conventiorls that fi'iction occrlrs.
The castern Germans regirrd the talkltive \r'estem Germans irs superficial
and stancloflsh, and tl-re latter in tnrn believe the fbmrer to be clrpirrg,
mirudlin, anc-l impossible to please.

Similar diflcrences in rr'estem rurcl eastern Gemirn socialization arc
apparent in the u'ays in u4rich conflicts benr.'cen groups are handlccl. Whilc
castem Gcrmans have a tendenct' to agrec tacitlv, to compronlise, but also
to ignore conflict, \\restem Gemrans ilre generulh' more conpetitive irnd
inclcpenclent, lnd challenging irnother inclividual is regarcled ts norntal
rathcr tlun disruptivc. When these t\\'o comlrrLlnication sq'les colne into

60%

I35%I
lMrddle class
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contact, the eastern Germans regard the urestern Germans as aggressive,
domineering, and egocentric and consider themselves to be supportive,
readl' 1e compromise, and able to see the n'hole picture. Western Germans,
b1'contrast, see the eastern Germans as cou'ardh', conformist, and inhib-
ited, u'hereas the,v think of themselves as open-minded, unafraid, and hor-r-
est. Accordingly, those socialized in West Germanl' see themselves as being
in competition u,ith those around them and strive harder for individuality
and self:ftilfillment. According to Wagner, for those socialized in the GDR,
communiq' takes precedence o\/er individualitt', and the cohesion and
attunement of the collective is held in higher regard.

The differences betrveen eastern and u'estem German socialization are
perhaps best illustrated b1' the impressions of a West German journalist
r.vho lived in the GDR in the 1970s and an eastern German journalist's
experiences in the 1990s. They off-er nvo reflections of the so-called spur
of ambition (Stacbel d.es Ehtgeizes), or different forms of self-presenrarion.
During the course of her research into the GDR the West German journal-
ist often visited prir,ate parties and noticed that West German rvornen often
made the best first impression since thel' \r'ere more glamorous. Apart
from a little eyeshadou', the East German women avoided make-up alto-
gether. During the course of the evening, however, the East German
women rvould begin to catch up: thev had, she noted, "eine unnachahm-
liche Art, zu beobachten, leise zu lächeln turd dann plötzlich aus dem
Stand heraus sehr direkt zu sein." Moreover,

Dahinter stecke ein Selbstbes.r.rsstsein, das nicht von äußeren Dingen
abhänge. Andererseits brächte die Gleichheit einen Typ Mensch her-
vor, dem der Stachel des Ehrgeizes fehle, der gehorsam, obrigkeits-
gläubig und angepasst sei. Biederkeit allüberall. Die Salzstangen, die
Sofakissen mit Kerbe, die Parteinelken in Zellophan, die \.erstaubren
Blattpflanzen unter Neonlicht, die Aktentaschen und Wattejacken,
die gebltimten Einkaußbeutel und die Nylonblusen tiberm Rock,
außerdem u,erde zuviel Torte gegessen. Alles lr'ahr, alles unrvahr.l6

The journalist fi'om the GDR takes this as a cue for her orvn obsen'a-
tions:

Der lGick im Sofakissen komrnt in den besten Familien vor, auch im
Westen. Biederkeit zeigt sich so oder anders. Provinzialität, Mittelmaß
r-rnd Opportunismus existieren in vielerlei Spielart. Auch I(arrierismus
kann spießig sein. Kurz nach Mauerfall bin ich auf einem u'ichtigen
Er.npfar.rg eines u'ichtigen Verlagshauses. Man plaudert, macht ein-
ander Komplimente, ist nett, no es sich lohr-rt. Da erscheint der Boss.
Ich kenne ihn, r.r,eil sein Konzern die Zeitung, bei der ich arbeite,
aufgekauft hat und er öfter in die Redaktion komrnt, um
Auflagensteigerung anzumahnen. Der Boss steht an einer Art Tresen,
ich daneben, in diesem Moment bin ich der Macht zuftillig nahe. Und
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dann, erst unglär.rbig, drnn irritiert, uehme ich eine unterirdische
Ben'egr,u-rg u'ahr. Männer inr Smoking drängeln rrich Schritt fiir
Schritt weg vom Tresen, weg von dem Mann, der die Macht
verkörpert. Unaufhaltslm *'ie einc Nrturge\\'alt schiebt sich die
schr,varze Herde niiher r,urd ni.iher zun.r Mächtigen. Als gehorcl.re sic

einer Vorbestimr.r'nrng. In der Hercle ist urch der r.rctte Kollegc ar.rs

Harnburg, mit dern ich rnich eben noch priml unterhalten hatte. Eir.r

ph1'siscl-r spiirbarer Verdrängr.rngs\'organg spielte sicl.r da lb, unbe-
nusst und ir.rstinktir,, sozus:rgen gcuctisch, der Stirkerc übcrlcbt.
Nacl'r zehn Mir.ruten bin ich Weg vom Feuster, dcr "Stachcl des
El-rrgeizes" u'ar mir nocl'r nicht geu'achscr-r.I7

The diflbrences of opinion described b), Wagner - confbrrnist/authentic
EastGermansandegocentric/indir.idLralisticWestGermans t1'pical
of the conflict benveen the middle cl:rsses fiom the tbrmer East irnd West
Gerrnany'. After unification the gulf was at its greatest in thc communica-
tion practices and self:preselltatioll of cmplol'ees, qualified pcrsonnel, and
acadcmics. Other east-rvest conflicts arose in the u'orld of the eastern
German industriirl \\,orker, $'here it n'as less a questiou of behavior and
conduct and more an issue of eastem German industrial u,orkers having
lost their porver to negotiate, the "pr'rssive strength" that thel' hld hacl in
the GDR, as rvell as their symbolic stiltus as the rnost irnportant, incleed,
the "vanguard" class. The industrial sociologist Werner Schmidt identifies
not just the usual conflict of inte rests benvcen u'orkers and managers but
the clirsh betrveen those socialized in middle-class ancl rvorking-clirss socie-
ties. In his studl'of the transfbrnatiou proccss in the metahvorking inclus-
try, he fbund ;r so-called ideologl. ol productive work arnong industrial
u'orkers fiom the lbrmer GDR. Related to this, according to Schmiclt, is
"dic schu'cr korrigierbarc Übe rzcugung, daß dic eigcrre Grr.rppc clic einzig
u'irklich produktive, . . . und damit s'ichtigstc sei, iruf die niernand 'r'erzich-
ten könne."I8 The sirme ideolog)r \\'ils used to identify those groups that
did not actuallv do anr' (meaningftil) *'ork. Workers distir-rguished thcrn-
selves fi'om those "belo$," them - the "Lazyr" the "trnti-social" :rnd
"u'ork-sh)"' - and flom those "abovc" (in higher positions) - the "big
heads" and thc "uscless lot up therc."le Alter 1990 this rvorking-class
consciousness and "icleologv of productive \\'ork" clashed u'ith neu'proce-
dures and hierarchies. The etrstern Gerntln manager of ir ball-belring
s'orks describecl the as1'mmetrical privileges that had been introduced
betrvcen 1992 and 1994 utd the simultaneous drvindling respect ol the
u.orker thus: "Wir haben trlso, s'ir haben immer gelernt: ein Mensch ist ein
Mensch! Egal, ob der nun Werkleiter ist oder ein l(umpel an der Maschine,
du hast clie alle gleich behandelt. So. Und das ist hicr [im nun s'estlich
gelnanagtell Wälzlagcru,erk] nicht so."20 Both of these examples from the
I990s serve to highlight hos, diflbrent the results of being socialized in the
rvorkers' societv are from being socialized in bourgeois societl'.
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The cultural phenomenon of the working class is also sustained bt'the
economic and social fäctors that nrere behind the transformation process ilr
the east.2l The econom), of the fbrmer GDR is depender-rt on and domi-
nated b1' that ir-r the rvest. The nerv Bandesltindel, thlls constitlrte c(eine

Region mit kapitalistischer Marknr.irtschaft ohne einheimisches IGpital
und einheimische Eliten."22 In the fir,o decades of transformation the new
Länderhave not, for the most part, been able to emulate the West German
model of middle-class sociefi, or to establish the middle class required for
this purpose.2'3 Instead, 25% of the population in the neu' Ltinder are now
part of the "abgehängte Prekariat" ("neglected underclass") .24 On|1, 4o1o op
western Germans belong to this same groLlp. The members of this "under-
class" comprise skilled q'orkers on the minimum \\/age, the unemplol'ed,
people attempting to be self-emploved, and those on u'elfare benefits.
A,nother significant group is the unernplo]'ed, half of whom are caught in
the spiral of poverty and hopelessness generated bv the Hartz fV reforms
to the rvelfare state. Of those people ofrvorking age, it is these individuals
u'ho have the least job securitl' (if they have a job at all) and rvho face the
greatest financial uncertainq,. They see themseh'es on the losers' side and
u,ithout an)r opportuniq' of getting back on track.

East-rvest differences continue to exist in evervday life. There are dif-
fbrences in fertilin' rates, in attitudes to\\'ard justice and freedorn, and in
combining motherhood n'ith a career. In 2004 eastern German mothers
were having their first child on a\rerage about a )'ear earlier than those in
the u'est,25 and eastern German mothers betlveen the ages of tu,enty-fir'e
and forq'-fi1'e are four times more likell'to agree u,ith the idea of combin-
ing career and motherhood than their u.'estern counterparts.26 More r,vest-

ern Germans prefer the idea of having no childrer-r and of staying single,
and n'hen western German women do have children, thel' 1sn4 to marr\r
Eastern Germans, b1' cotrtrast, are more interested in hirving children but
consider parenthood and marriage much less a matter of course. For this
reason the eastern German pattern is described as a "I(ombination von
Farnilialismus und Deinstitutionalisierung," rvhich is to sa1' that there is
less faith in (nen') institutions than there is in the färnil,v (as authoriq/).27
Accordingll', rvhile parents and children are enlotionalll' 6lqr.r in the east
than in the rvest, there is a greater distance be6l,een them and social insti-
tlltiorls. This applies also to the institution of n-rarriage: at 58%, the number
of cl-rildren born out of rvedlock is almost three tirnes higher in the east
tlran the 22oÄ in the rvest.2s

Eastern and s'estern German identities also varf in terms of social
values. Eastern Gerrnans are generalll, as committed to the state as thel' x1.
to issues of fieedom and equal opportuniq',2e hence they also perceive
considerable tension between the values that the,r, believe should be a pri-
oriq,' fqt societv and those that actualll' are its prioriq'. The)' believe that
social ;'ustice should be the most important value bur find that in fact "free -
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dottt" is.'30 Thel' bc1i.t'e that thc r':rlue of fieedom is not suflicientll'
emphasized iu couucction rvith other key valucs such as social justicc ancl
responsibiliq,, and that it is therefbre plaved dorvu. This is reflccted in thc
varf ing interpretations of the vah.re of fieedon'r and justice benvcen easrern
ancl u'estcrn Germans. \4/hile most educatecl \\'estern Gemrans undcrstaltd
treedom as "fi"eedom of action," castern Gcrmans define it as fieedom
fiom ncccl.3l Social ;'ustice, meanrvhile, is nncicrstood b1' d1s r-najoritl, of
eastem Gcrmans to n'lean a socieq' in *'hich "everyoue has the samc
opportunities" ilnd llot, as is often suggestecl, a society in rvhich "ever)'oltc
has tl-re same standarcl of living."'32

East German Discourses since 1990

Once thc smaller GDR had decided to accecie ro the larger (old) FRG,
*'hich invoh,ecl taking on all of its institutions and norms, the old East
Gennan clite and its skilled ancl managerial stafTrvcre oLlstcd as a result of
legal rulings and thc disrnantling arld rcstructuring of businesses and insti-
tutions. The1, 11'sr. partl)' replaced by u,estem Gerrnans and also b1' those
members ol the eastem German sub-elite u'hose profbssional advlncc-
ment hi.rci becn hindered by the GDR authorities. In general, easrenl
Germans remain undcrrepresentcd in elite positions and rnanagerial rolcs.
Sociologists iu Gerurany' routinel)' coltduct clctaile d surye\rs of elite s, apcl
the last sLlch pre -unification stucll, 11,;'1s carriccl out in 198 I. Bv the timc of
the next stud\,, in 1995, it tvtrs clear that the representltion of eastenr
Gcrmans in various clite sectors in Gcrmanv r-reeded to be rcscarcl-rcd. In
1995, 20% of the populirtion s'cre from rhe fbrmer GDR, but rhe pcr-
centagc of eastem Germans in elite positions \\'as an altogethcr diflbrent
matter. To give sontc examples, in the judiciarv and militarv rhe percent-
age of clstern Germ:rns in elite positions wis zero, in thc economv it u,as

0.4%, arrci in acader-uia 7.3%. At 12% rlrtd I3% the r-rnderreprcsenrarion of
eastcrlt Gcrmaus *'ls slightll'less clramatic in the rnedia lnd culture inclus-
tries. Thc one aret s'here the\, \\'crc not underrcpresentecl n'as in poli-
tics.'3'3 Overall, the supervision lncl mirnagcment of the authoritics, thc
econonr),, acaclemil, media, altd cLlltllre in the netv Lcinder *,as in thc
hands of the so-cirllcd Wasses, ancl thesc personnel and ideological hierar-
chies lrave prove d ro be self:perpctuating; in 2004 rhe numbcrs of u'esrem
Germirus in leading mirn:rgeriirl positions in the cconol'r-tv illlcl in the pub-
lic sector had increlsed further.']+ Bv the encl of the 1990s, hou'ever, thc
first generation of clstern Germln jor.rmalists, social scicntists, and histo-
rians hrcl qualified ancl trained under rhe guidrnce of u'esrcm Gennau
melltors and begun to exert some influence ol1 eastern discourse, and no*,
thc issuc of eastem or \\'estern Gennan provenallce has begun to losc
mcaning; of ftlture significance tvill be the clucstion of identification - in
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other r'r'ords, the guiding values and master narratives of the ner,r, members
of the "media and political classes."'35

These personnel developments and the related rnindset form the
parameters for the discourse on eastern German identitt'since I990. In
united Germanl' the media approached this leg' deyelopment ip tl-re
\\/ay that all media does in a modern critical culture: it sun'e)'ed, investi-
gated, interpreted the "other," and compared it to \\restern German
norms. Discussing eastern Germans - the stranger, the other - [leant
talking about one's ou.n identifir Since I989 or-rgoing "Ost-Diskurse"
have determined the preselltation of the eastern Germans and their
cnltnre.36

Three fäctors have governed the rr'a), the "Ost-Diskurse" have been
shaped ar-rd articulated in the media. First, national broadcasters and
broadsheets u'ere able to take over the small market in the fbrmer GDR
u,ithout an1' major editorial changes. Second, the management of the
neu'l1r implsmented broadcasters and most of those u'orking for the nes.lv
restructured regional ne\\'spapers in the nerl' fbderal states \\rere from the
u'est.37 And third, the eastern Germans fäiled to provide an adequate pro-
fessional corurter-discourse. Eastern German spokespeople u,ere used onh'
so long as thet' confbrmed to the established direction of the "Ost-
Diskurse."

The u'esternization of the eastem German rnedia landscape meant that
the eastern Germans sa$' tltemseh'es, their GDR past, and their culture

- ir-rcluding their success or fäilure in the process of rebuilding the East
("Aufbau Ost")- described and evalnated mainlt'from a western German
perspective and thus missed a fbrum through rvhich their vierl's could be
presented, be it the eastern German experience of the transformation proc-
ess or their neu41'-1ve11 insights into the GDR and the recenth' unified
German1,. The national papers, that is the rvestern German print media,
mosth, wrote about the eastern Germans from a western perspecti\re and
\vere therefore ignored by eastern German readers.3s

Ostalgie as Reaction

One of the consequences of this absence was the developrnent of various
fbrms of Ostalgie, fir'e of u'hich u'ill be outlined belorv.

l. Ostnlgie in Advertising

The advertising campaign fbr a cola brand originating in the GDR is
paradigrnatic for the commerciallv motivated use of this discourse. L-r

1992 Club Cola identified itself as easrern German; its slogan -"Hurrah, I'rn still alive!" ("Ffurra, ich lebe noch!") - declared its alle-
giance and portra\/ed it as a survivor of the transition process. The
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remaindcr of the advcrtising text - "11 6ny be laughed ofTby some , but
it rvon't be killed ofl" ("Von einigen belächelt, ist sie doch nicht tot-
zukriegen")- echoed the disclrssions irbout identity being conducted in
eastern German canteens end living rooms, essentiall,v: We made it and
\\,c $'on't let them get us don,n. The advertisenlent continucs: "Club
Cola - Tl're llerlin cola. Naturull1, reti'eshing. Not as s\\'eet, but plentv
of taste. ." ("Clnb-Cola - die Cola aus Berlin. Natürlich fi'isch.
Weniger süß. Aber mit viel Geschnack. ."). It thus takes on somc of
the eastem German stereot),pes of the n'estern Gcrrnans, namell'that the
"other" Gemrans are perfurnecl ar-rd thus rrtificial, fäke - that is, the
opposite of "naturtrlll' refi'eshing, not as s\\'eet."'3e The eastem German
elcctronics brand Rl-T provides allother exan-rple of the use of Ostalgiein
advertising in trying to attract customers bv inverting previously eristing
assumptions in the slogan "east German and therefbre good" ("ostcleut-
sch, daher gut").
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Fig. I 1.4. Adpertisement from 1992. Froru Horizont: Zeiturlg fiir.
Marheting wnd Medien 45.6 (Norember 1992): 40.

2. Ostnlgie as a Layman's Practice

Oxalgie has frequendy been identified as GDR nostalgia. Some define it as

an increasing trivialization of the GDR accompanied b1, a defensive posi-
tion regarding the challenges of transformation, or e\ren as a provocative
polemic that relativizes the crimes of the GDR state . Such forms did exist,
but Oxalgie in the 1990s was more complex. It n'as an informal way of
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rvorking through profbund changes. These included the "peaceful revolu-
tion" and the sudde n dissolution of the GDR - r,r'hich had alr,vays empha-
sized its power and longevity - the sudden replacement of its omnipresent
and unifbrm rallge of products, and the subsequent introduction of the
fbderal German system in East Germanl,. By attending or organizing
"Ostnlgie parties," members of certain eastern German milieus rvere finally
able to bid farewell to the GDR and take a degree of self--assurance with
them into the new present.

Oxnlgie parties were like historical carnivals: the costumes were rypical
GDR outfits or unifbrms, the rooms rvere decorated rvith flags, portraits
of politicians, and banners sporting ironic propaganda slogans. Just as

carnivals have a stage repertoire, so, too, did Ostalgie parties: Honecker
and Ulbricht look-alikes presented the grotesque pathos and convoluted
jargon of the GDR s self:identit1,, hit songs and pop songs were played,
parodies of Socialist hymns and "workers' songs and battle songs," and
people sometimes danced to modified Young Pioneer songs. Those rvho
attended these parties may have been rvistful, but they r'vere also cele brat-
ing this restaged GDR's loss of polver.

3. Oaalgie as Business

In both the fbrmer East and West Germany industry has capitalized on
East German lnemories repackaged as books, audio-recordings, games,
irnd cult and designer products. But Ostalgie products also serve new fäsh-
ions, fbr s)'mbols and signs fiom the GDR period are norv rvelcomed b1'

yourlg pcople looking fbr a style that distinguishes them ftom others.

4. Ostalgie in Films and TV Shows Made after 1990

These films and programs are a composite of the third and fifth examples
since they are just as much about business as they are messages about self:
understanding and the defbnse of an eastern German identiqr Trivial com-
edies such as Go Trnbi Go (199I) and Sonnenallee (1999), which oflbred a

slapstick treatment of the GDR past, rvere particularly successful. The
tragi-comedy Good Bye, Lenin!(2003) offered a more thoughtful perspec-
tive and duly lvon arvards at home and abroad. It did not just try to make
sense of the GDR parst or thematize the post-1990 problems between east
and rvest, but also managed to address the mouming of the disappearance
of the GDR, the project with rvhich the protagonist's mother and a not
insignificant number of eastern German viervers had been engaged fbr a

considerable part of their lifb, as lvell as a non-judgmental beliel in a

Socialist vision. It rvas notable that rvhen the then minister of culturc
Christintr Weiss invited members of the Bundestag to a special screening of
the film on 2 April 2003, only a third of them attended. In the surnrner of
the same year, various TV stations began broadcasting " Ostnlgie Shorvs."l0
The Trabis, mopeds, rvall-to-rvall cupboards and domestic products,
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fäshion and pop music of the GDR were reproduced olt stage while artists,
athlctes, and TV stars fiom the ftrrmer GDR, as rvell as western GDR cor-
respondents, chatted about East Germany amid these props. Criticisrn
concerning the prograrns' aesthetic u'irs unifbrm, and the political asscss-

nrent of the Ostalgie shorvs provoked heated debtttes and even the conclu-
sion, "They minimize the dangers that represent an ideological threat to
democracy and ridicule the victims."4l

5. Ostnlg ie as Marginalized Counter-Discourse

The Ostnlgir parties are over. What rernains is a multitude of amateurish
GDR museums, a fbw of which are now beginning to achieve profbssional
standards. It secms as though the people rvho established "alternative"
GDR museums did so in order to present a counter to the "official" and
profbssional GI)R museums, rvhe re the emphasis is on representing repres-
sion and indoctrination as rvell as the povert), and ugliness of dailt' lilb in
the GDR.

The various small-circr,rlation nervspapers, internet platfbrms, underfi -

nanced journals, and srnall publishing houses are an important aspect ol
this countcr-discourse. They provide man)r profbssionals u'ith a fbrum not
available to them in the better-established institutions and media.
Contributing to this discourse are fbmrer GDR academics and profbssion-
als rvho lost their positions after 1990. On the one hand, GDR history is

nor,v rvritten fi'om a Socialist pcrspective that is no longer restrictecl b-v

party discipline, censorship, ancl the once ofl:limits archives. In other
s,ords this is a version of GDR histon' that rr,as not possible under the
specific conditions governing academic research in East Germany On the
other hancl it is a reaction to thc dominant discourse on confi'ontation u'ith
the GDR past. The cluestiorls posed u'itl-rin this discourse are irddressed
ilnd discussed fron-r a personal perspecti\re, and the results of oflicial
research into the GDR are added to or amended. Sometimes the contribu-
tors to this discourse seek to emphasize that they' u'ere right at the tiute,
defbnding their opinions just as polemically and tendentiously as rhose
detbnding the opposite vieu'.

These aspects ol Ostnlgie do not by themselves corlstitute alt eastern
German identiq'. Through their representation in the media they also
define lvestern German identitt, presenting it as a counter-identity to that
in the east. The specific character of the u'estern Germans' discourse or1 rhe
fbmrer GDR, rvhich ir-r the 1990s led to the atbrementioncd gaps in the
disconrse and the el-nergence ol Ostnlgie, cloes not appear much changed
toda1,, as several recent articles anah'zing recent media discourses have
shorvn.42 These conclude that the media image of eastern Germans, u,hich
sometimes relies on a highly selective use of fäcts, continues to support
western German identities.+3 What this metlns fbr eastern Germans is that
they operate in a (media) world in rvhich the media's prevailing I'ierv of
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them is as an unknorvn, "foreign" group. This vierv stems from a western
German position that, as the Germanist l(ersten Sven Roth has convinc-
ingh' argued, ftinctions as the "Normal Null."aa "Eastern German dis-
collrses" determine the rhetoric and the u'a1's of thinking about tl"re former
GDR. Thel' comprise a "rvirklicl'rkeitserzettgender Modus" (method that
shapes realin'), a socio-institutional matrix of understanding, interpreta-
tion, and presentation.as All of this means that the competing identities
rooted in German division do not diminish but in fäct are reasserted.a6

The specific eastern German identin' depicted through these dis-

courses is often seen as romanticizing or suppressing the GDR, or evell as

corlstituting a direct threat to democract'. Survevs, hon'et'er, do not sub-
stantiate these fears. Onll' x small percentage of eastern Germans (10% in
200247 and 2006,48 and9o/o in 20lOae) want to "have the GDR back at all

costs." Surve)'s conducted in 2010 offer a more difltrentiated picture. A
significant number of eastern Germans confirmed that life is better fbr
them nou'compared to life in the GDR: l9% agreed that lifb had mosdl'
improved in the )'ears since 1990, a1d 23o/o agreed that the )/ears ha\re

"inrproved rather than \\'orsened." This contrasts l'ith the 27nÄ of eastern

Germans rvho believe that lifb during this period "has improved as much
as it has u'orsened" and the l8% forrvhom lifb after unification has "$,ors-
ened rather than improved."50 In total then, only 42% of eastern Germans
see themseh'es as on the s'inning side. This is partlv due to the fäct that
East German u'orkers, rvho in 1990 constituted 63% of the GDR popula-
tion, count as "unification's biggest losers."Sl Half of them har,e been

forced into earl1, retirement, into job-creation schemes, into lorv-capittrl
start-up businesses, and into unemplovment, n'hile man\/ women have had
to give up their careers altogether. A quarter of the eastern German popu-
lation is living in unfavorable economic circumstances ("abgehängte
Prekariat") and the majorifl' of this group comprises members of the
former r'vorking class of the GDR.52

A rather different picture emerges when easteru Germans cornpare their
crlrrent lives not r,r'ith their lives in the GDR" but u'ith those olcontempo-
rar\r \\restern Germans. Although 42o/o of eastern Germtrns identiS'improve-
me nts in their personal lives, thet' still feel themselves to be mernbers of tl-rc

eastern Gennan communitv and as such fbcl the1, x1s second-class citizens.
In 1995, 72o/n53 of eastern Germans believed this; in 2OO2 the figure r'r'irs

57%,''4 and it u'as 64%55 in 2008. One of thc possible reasons for this is that
as ;r "depend€nt econom\r," a region rvith a capitalist cconomv but rvith "no
local capital or indigenous elite," eelstern Germanv makes the rvest *,ealthier

- u'hile the n'est poses obstacles to development in the east.56 The east lacks

the local elites that might exert independent influence, articlllate the eastern

German experience, opinions, and vvishes, and utilize economic, social, and

cultural resources to facilitate a more independent eastern German socien'
and help ovcrcome the differences betn'een east and lvest.
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The discrepirncics benveen eastem Gen'nany and rvestem Germany irre

in plrt attributable to the significant diflbrences in eastem ancl rvestern
Gerutans' savings ancl salaries, rvhich have hardly changed in the trvcnq'
years since unilicatiou. In 1996 eastem German emplovees earned 75u/,' of
u'hat those in rvcstern Gcrmany eamed, anci this figure hacl risen to only
79 .6uÄ in 2009 .57 Thc diflbrences in irveragc finurcial assets in east and \\'est
;rre even more prollouncecl. West Germans aged seventy or over have on
rl\,er:rBe sl'ings ancl assets of 62,400 euros compared *,ith the 23,700
euros of their contemporirries in the east; fbr those aged benveen sixty and
sixtl'-nine the ratio is 52,200 euros in the u'est to 20,500 in the east; fbr
those agecl betlveen fift1, i1p6 fifty-nine the ratio is 38,100 euros in the west
to 17,7OO euros in the east. It is onlv among younger gelleratiorls that the
clilferenccs are less marked.ss

The fbcling of bcing sccond-class citizens, still u,idespread anlong east-

ern Gen'nans, is basecl as nuch ol1 the tangible sense of being materially
u'orse oflas it is on the fbeling that the specific memories, interpretrrtions,
ancl values olmost olthe fbrmer GDR's populi,rtion are rlot integrated into
"eastern German discourses" in the rredia, education, and politics, br.rt

sirnply ignored or cven stigmatized. This is particularll, evident in the
remcmbrince cnlture and the politics of historl'.

Opposing Memories in Two Decades
of German Unity

Politicirl scientists, histori:rns, sociologists, and cultural historians herve c;rr-
ried out cletailecl rescarch into the GDR in the nvo clecadcs since its col-
lapse.se Both the uature of inquirv anci the interpretation of results,
Iton,cver, tend to be from a western Gcrman perspective. Furthermore, the
political and mediir cliscourse s prese nt ir onc-sicled accoul-lt of thc current
re scarch in history rrnd the social scie nce s: the historv of the SED regime
ancl its crimes still rcsonatcs n"lore profbr.rnclll, thln does the GDR's socitrl,
cultnral, lud evervday historl,, somcthing that u'as especialll, trpparent ilr
the rrnniversar)/ ),ear of 2009.60

Thesc discourse s have le d to a fi'agmentation of collective me morv of
the GDR, of l'hich the historian Martin Sabron' has identitied three
fbrrns:61

( I ) the stlte 's prefbrrecl memorl' of the clictatorship, n,hich is prc-
domiuant ir-r public nlemor\r rnd fbcuses principalll' on thc apparatus of
po\\'er ancl reprression lnd on the dr-ralin' benveen perpetrators ancl r'icrims.
This t1'pe of memory attaches greater importance to the ftlndamental dif:
fbrence benvecn political fieeclom and subjugation than to socio-econornic
benefits :.rnd thus regarcls the Stasi rather than "the f'eeling of securin,
within socieq"' as thc ke1, to nnclerstanding and evaluirting the GDR.



240 o THo\rAs AHßE

(2) the memor\r of har.ing adapted oneself to dre regime to "ger b\',"
rvhich is predominant throughout the socie6'of the fbrmer GDR and cent-
ers on the conflicts, solutions, and successes in a predominandl' heterono-
mous socien,. These memories are concerned n,ith the relationship benveen
the pou'er of the state and everyda), normalit)'. It is thus a narrative of "the
right life in the urrong one" and of self-assertion in politically and materialll'
challenged circumstances - in other rvords the sentiment that "rve will r-rot

allos'our biographies to be taken ftom us; not evervthing u,as bad."
(3) the memorv of progress that clings to the Socialist or post-capitalist

project ideologl', l,hich is much less present in public memor\/ and is main-
tained bv former members of the GDR elite and bv younger left-wing actir
ists. In addition to the process of sanitizing and justif ing the GDRpast,
the central issue concerns the moral and political comparisolt of the nvo
German states. Maior contemporarv problems such as the global financial
crisis and the consequences of German militarr. deplo,vment are thlls alu'avs
bound urp with the question of the GDR's legitimacy This fbnn of memorl,
can be summarized Llsing an old GDR phrase coined in the sixteenth-cen-
tllr\r Peasant's War: "our grandchildren u'ill fight it ollt better."

There is now a clear difference befir'een the rvestem Gernan idea of
the GDR, u'hich is largelv shaped b), contemporart' histor),, and that of
most eastern Germans, and this is evident in the surr.e)'s that consider the
GDR's historical legitimacl'. Most eastem Germans sur\/e)red do not
believe that the GDRu'as a reprehensible regime that nas doomed to fäil
from the start. V\4ren asked rvhether "it \r'as alt attempt to build a fäirer
sociefl'that ultimatel)'failed," easterlt Germans ansl'ered as follol,s:('2

Yes To some extent
L990
t995
t999

Eastern responses to the question of rvhether the GDR \\'as an
Unrechtstaat (state not govemed b)' the rr-rle of lau') make for interesting
readir-rg. ht 1994, not long after the GDR's demise, 33% ansll'ered
"true," l7o/o were Llnsure and 50% said "nntrue." Western Germans sa$'
rhings quite differentll,;63

If someone says: ttThe SED state was an Unrecbtsstaafrtt would you
say it is true or untruef (Figures in percent)

]une 1994 Western German Eastern German
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Tl're situation in 2009 rvas diflbrent due to the nerv gcnerations survcvcd.
That eastem Germln opinion had chirnged u'as evident tiom a srlrvelr
concluctecl by the Institute fbr Mtrrkct Reselrch in Leipzig tbr the uraga-
zine Super lllu, whicll published the results in March 2009 .'1

"Was the GDR an Unrecbtsstnaü!" (Figures in percent)

March 2009 Total East
Germans

L8-29 30-49 50 years
year olds year olds and over

yes

to some extent
no

It is noticeable that the nurlber of those unsure as to \\'hether the GI)R
\\'rs arl Unreclttsstaaf ("to some extent") hacl risen to 25%, ancl there hird
been a largcr decrease in thc nurnbers of those rvho sau, thc GDR ;rs ln
Unrechtsstaaf than in thosc u4ro denied this. What is particulirrh' striking
abor.rt the 2009 sr"rrve1, is the cliflbrence betn,een age groups: on the one
hlncl it shorvs thirt the I'or-rnger generation, rvhich only, kneu, the GDR
fi'om the media, juclged it more harshlv than those u'ho experienced the
stirte as yoLlng peogrle and adults: 32% of l8-29-1'sx1-elds agrecd that the
GDR *'as tn Unrecbtsstart xs opposed to 29uÄ of 30-49-ycar-olcls; rrnd
onl\, 25u/o ol those aged 50 and over lgreecl. The stltistics are similar fbr
those fbr u'horn the GDR \\rrs not ut Uw'cchtsstnat: 37o/o of l8-29-r'car-
olcls agreecl cornparecl to 43% of 30-49-1,e;rr-olds and 4l% ol those aged
50 irnd over.

The second noticeable clevelopment in terms of age is irpparent in the
vlriance in those rcsponding "to some extent." Only l8% ol l8-29-),eirr-
olcls believccl that the GDR \\'as parth' an Unrechtssta&t Jnd parthr a

Rechtsstaat (state based on the rule of lau'); b1'contrast, the older generil-
tiorr sidecl rnore fimrly rvith this point of vieu, (23"Ä of 3049-yetrr-olds lnd
39% of those 50 and over). It is irpparent, then, that the three possible
options (1'es, to some extent) no) arc more evenll, distributccl among the
olcler generations thur among l8-29-r'ear-olds, u4rere there is a shlrper
clivicle .

In their assessmcnt of the GDR, )roung people are less u'illing or ible
to rrclanorvlcdge all\r llllances or gre\r lreas thln are older generations. Thcy
tend ton'ard al1 Llnequivocal vieu'of the GDR rs eithcr an Unrechtsstaat ot
t Rechtsstnnt Less than rr fiftli of thcl.n chose the option "to sor.ne extcllt."
This black-ilnc1-r,vhite vien'is i1 reflection of the tendenc\r fbr young people
not just to mirke undifferentiated assessments but also to identift' strongll,
n,ith or distlnce themselves tiom certi'rin issues. It erlso points to the ten-
sions benveen the vilrious nrL'mor\, narrutivcs thrt voung eastcm Germans
must dra\v upoll to constrLlct an imlrge of thc GDR - either the infbrrnal,
rehtivell' marginirlizecl memor\r discourses u,ithin fämilies and in rlten-ra-
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Fiq. 11.6. Lerel of sntisfnction n,ith 07t.c's 0ii,7t cortduct in tbc GDR (2007).

Dntafr"om |cnaer Zentrurn.r Iiir cmpiriscl.rc Sozial- & Kulturforscl.rung, cd.,
Zur sozialen Lagc dcr Opfbr dcs SED-Regimes in Thüringcn: Forschuugsbericht

im Auftrag dcs Thürirrger Mir.risteriums liir Sozi:rlcs, Familie und
Gesrrndl'reit (Erfurt, 2008), 52.

tive contemporar)/ histon', tvhich range from a romanticized, sirnplified
approach to a self-critical vies'of the GDR, or the critical or even demoniz-
ing discourse shaping the image of the GDR in schools, politics, political
education, and the media.

The respondents assessed their orvn behavior durirrg the GDR n-rore

positivelv than thel'did the conditions in *'hich thet'lived. Most eastern

Germans claimed that, despite difficult circumstituces, thev behaved
decenth' or u'orked to improve things. At tl're same timc, thev lre con-
fronted u'ith irnages and accounts of the GDR and of eastern Germans
in the media, politics, and education that miu' reinforce westcnl
Germans' sense of identiq'but that remain unacceptablc to nost eastenl
Germans.65 These discourses imply that eastcrn Gcrmans did not suffi-
cienth' distancc themseh'es frorn the dictatorship and thus uuderline
their apparent guilt and involvement. On the other hand, these debatcs
erlso point to the constant repression and the state's shortcomings and
thus establish the rnajoriw of eastcrn Germans as r,ictit-ns, though the
latter pride themselves on having coped s'ith life in thc GDR. These
vierl's inr';rriabll' prompt the indignant reph, that the Gl)R cannot bc
understood if vou did not experience it first-hand. A studv condr,rcted iu
Tlrüringen in 2007 is representative of hon' eastern Germans regard
tlreir oryn copduct i1 the GDR. Tl're majorit.r, (63%) stated that thev u'erc
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either "r'er)' satisfled" or "satisfied" u,ith their orvn conduct; only 7%

rvere less satisfied or dissatisfied.66

Geschichtspo litih since I 990:
The Return of a ttNew" Master Narrative!

ln unified Germanl', discourse s on idcntitl,, historl,, and politics i,rre

infbrmed by the master narrative of the "trvo German dictatorships." This
nilrrati\re is bound r,rp rvith totalitarian theor1,, according to rvhich the turi-
fied Federal Republic is positioned equidistant from the Third Reich and
the GDR. Talk of the "tu,o Genlan dictatorships" narrows the gap
betrvccn the crimes of National Socialism, rvith its racist and imperialistic
ideology and social Daru'inisrrr, and the crimes of the GDR, rvith its anti-
capitalist and collectivist class-war ideologl,. In so cloing, it legitimizes his-
tory as rvell as contemporarl'politics in the Federal Republic; hol,ever, this
may give westcrn Gcrmans a scnse of identitl', but the majority of eastern
Germans are unable to connect rvith such a narrative.

Totalitarian theories are particularly evident in the policies ancl debates
regarding history and memorialization. The lar,v concerning the establish-
ureut of thc Saxony, Memorial Site Foundation, u,hich l'as passed bt' the
govemment of Saxony in 2003, is a perfbct example. It does nor disrin-
guish benveen the Third Reich ancl the Gl)R, but rather aims to corll-
memorate "politische Gervaltverbrechen von tibcrregionalcr Trrrgrvcite,
von bcsonderer historischer Bedeutullg, alt politische Verfblgung, an
Staatsterror uncl stratlich organisicrte Mordc ., die Opfbr politischer
Genaltherrschatt und den Widerstirnd gegen die Dihtnturerz"6T (italics
addecl). The current conflicts surrounding the oflicial inauguration of thc
meuorial site at Fort Zinna in Torgru and the memorial's inscriptior-r llso
exemplify' the clifEculties fäcing the Saxonl' Memorial Site Foundation iu
highlighting the diffcrenccs and historical causalities berrveen the Nazi and
GDR regirnes (fbr details of this coutrovers)/, see rhe chapter b1' Caroline
Pearcc in this volunrc).

Unified Germattl"s master narratit'e, rvl'rich is based op totalitaria'
theory, not only influences perceptions of contemporarv history,, in narra-
tives on identiq'and in political edr-rcation ir focuses on the importance of
parliamentary structrlres and political fi'eedom, rvhile other issues that are
jr-rst i'ts important fbr a democrac)/ recei\re inadequate attention. This
implies thrt the social deficits that do not cxplicitll'alfect the political right
of fi'eedom - issues such as eqr,ral opportr-rnities or social justice, fi'eedoms
cornpromised b1' gc.ttat-t-tic fäctors, the state's tyeilkness ip relatiol to the
private economy - have a latent potential to tl-lreaten democrlc),. For
most of the western German population, r,hose ideologl, and socirlization
is shaped by middle-class socieq', this narrative has an integrative inrplct
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and helps to shape identitr,, but it n'ill hardll'resonate u'ith the population
of the fbrmer GDR, u'hose ideologv and socialization s,ere shaped bv a

u,orking-class ethos.
This politics of histort' has implications for public understanding and

fbr identin' formation. It supports the unified FRG's master narrative,
n'hicl-r is u'eighted in f:avor of political freedoms and parliamentarv democ-
rac\', and rolltinelv ignores other issues such as the social foundation of
democracl' and the material and cultural resoLlrces that facilitate u,ider
social participation throughout the population. A'nf indignation in
response to the social problems mentiolled above, u,hich onlf indirectly
aflbct the political right of freedom, is repeatedh' denounced as an attack
on democrac\'.

For most ol the western German population, u'hose ideologv and
socialization are shaped bv middle-class societ\', this narrative helps to
shape a common identiq', but it n,ill hardlv resonate u'ith the majorin'of
the population of the fbrmer GDR, u'hose ideolog,v and socializatiou u,ere
shaped bv a rvorking-class ethos. This master narrative n'ould seem onh'to
serve the current elite, fbr the enduring one-sided and negative portraval
of the GDR curtails ideas about political alternatives and refbrm, and siur-
plv validates the current fbderal German political s\rstem.

Trnnslnted fi'orn the German 4, Nick Hodgin,
n,ith nssistnncc frnru Caroline Pearce
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