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There is a museum in Berlin, next to where Checkpoint Charlie used to
be. It documents the ingenuity and courage of people trying to flee the
German Democratic Republic after the Wall was built in 1961. They swam
rivers, built balloons to fly to the West, hid in secret compartments in auto-
mobiles, and used trucks to crash crossing-points. Many of them were
imprisoned when their plans were discovered, and a number of them lost
their lives.

The museum is a testament also to the human desire to live in freedom
from an authoritarian regime. Not everyone tried to flee. In fact, most East
German citizens decided to stay behind the Iron Curtain, and many sought
to reform the Communist system from within—into a system in which
democracy was real and not just a slogan. They formed discussion groups,
they met secretly in churches, and they believed in the possibility of real
reform. These individuals played a large part in the peaceful surrender of
the old Communist regime.

This book is dedicated to the spirit of freedom embodied both by those
trying to flee and by those who believed in the possibility of a peaceful
transformation of the East German system.

Christopher Anderson
Karl Kaltenthaler
Wolfgang Luthardt
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Introduction

Christopher Anderson
Karl Kaltenthaler
Wolfgang Luthardt

The unification of the two German states is easily one of the most signifi-
cant events of the twentieth century, not only in German national history
but also for world politics. Moreover, the unification process of East and
West Germany has been at the heart of the recent wave of democratization
that has swept Central and Eastern Europe. And although the formal incor-
poration of the old German Democratic Republic (East Germany) into the
Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) may seem to some to have
accomplished the major task of German unification, in reality it was only
the beginning of a new and difficult era of German politics: the German
political system is now charged with rebuilding a democratic system and a
viable economy in the eastern part of the country.

The Context of German Unification

When one considers the forty-five years between the partition of Germany
in 1945 as a consequence of the Allied occupation of the country and its
unification in 1990, it is difficult to overlook just how differently the two
German states evolved. Both the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and
the German Democratic Republic (GDR) were founded as separate political
entities in 1949. But despite that common starting point, they developed
along divergent lines politically, economically, and socially.!

The West German political system was based on the principles of lib-
eral democracy. These principles provided the foundation of the Basic Law
(Grundgesetz), West Germany’s provisional constitution, which was origi-
nally meant to be in force only until eventual reunification with the eastern
part of the country. The Federal Republic’s political institutions resembled
those of the Weimar Republic, but there were a number of important differ-
ences. Take, for example, the electoral system, an institutional feature that
some scholars early on identified as one of the culprits for the demise of the
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Weimar Republic:2 Instead of pure proportional representation, a 5 percent
hurdle was established in elections to the federal legislature and the Ldnder
parliaments in order to guard against the fragmentation of political power
that had plagued the Weimar Republic. And, as the name belies, the
Federal Republic of Germany was designed as a federal state in which the
individual states (Ldnder) maintained substantially more power than had
been the case during the Weimar Republic. Important policy areas like edu-
cation were turned over to the Ldnder, which were only required to follow
broad guidelines from the federal government. The federal nature of West
Germany was the result of a conscious effort to create a more decentralized
German state that would incorporate checks and balances.

But the Federal Republic of Germany also presented a distinct break
with Germany’s past because both the West Germans and the Allies
worked to instill democratic values in the West German populace. The
attempt to de-Nazify and democratize the German polity profoundly shaped
the nature of West German politics; to this day German political elites
seem ever so anxious about the fragility of German democracy. This sensi-
tivity to the extremes of the political right and left, partially a result of the
Weimar period and partially conditioned by the Cold War, led West
German political elites to develop institutional rules that substantially and
effectively reduced the potential for a rise of extreme antidemocratic par-
ties on both sides of the political spectrum. Despite what the bans on par-
ties on the extreme left and right may indicate, democracy never faced a
serious challenge during the course of the FRG’s existence. Over the years,
a remarkable record of solid democratic politics and stable political institu-
tions imbued West Germans with faith in their “Bonn Democracy” and, as
the opportunity arose, with the confidence that the political institutions of
the Federal Republic would be suitable for a united Germany.

While the FRG maintained political stability similar to that of its liber-
al democratic neighbors in Western Europe, the GDR followed the pattern
of its Soviet-bloc allies. The creation of the German “workers’ and peas-
ants’ state” was a much more dramatic break with Germany’s past than the
creation of the FRG. East German political institutions were shaped by the
Soviet model and were based on the Leninist principle of democratic cen-
tralism.

The East German state, although originally federally organized (it was
centralized in 1952) and nominally a multiparty democracy, developed a
much more centralized and controlled political system than its western
counterpart. The authoritarian nature of the East German state, above all,
differentiated it from the Federal Republic. No free elections were held
from the founding of the GDR in October 1949 until March 1990 (they
were originally scheduled for May but were moved up), just seven months
before the unification of the two German states. The Socialist Unity Party
(SED), which was formed as a result of the forced merger of the
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Communist Party and the Social Democratic Party in 1946, was the central
source of political power in the GDR. Yet the National Front, a vehicle
used by the SED to include as many social and political groups as possible
in a controlled political process, also included Christian Democratic, Liber-
al, National Democratic, and farmers’ parties. The National Front, the
Marxist-Leninist Free Confederation of German Trade Unions (FDGB),
and the Freie Deutsche Jungend (FDJ—the youth organization of the SED),
were all designed to add some semblance of political participation and plu-
ralism and thus legitimacy to the GDR. Establishing legitimacy was partic-
ularly important in a state where many of its own citizens voted with their
feet and risked fleeing to West Germany despite an intricate system of
obstacles to leaving the country. The inability of East German political
elites to convince their citizens that the GDR was a legitimate and viable
counterpart to the Federal Republic only accelerated the rapid collapse of
the GDR and the subsequent unification of the two German states. When
Mikhail Gorbachev withdrew the Soviet blessing from the SED regime in
October 1989, the SED lost its last hope of remaining legitimate in the eyes
of the East German population.

The glaring discrepancies in living standards between the two
Germanies were perhaps the most crucial factor undermining the legitima-
cy of the GDR. East Germans constantly saw just how well off their neigh-
bors “over there” were because of their access to West German television.
Although East Germany enjoyed a better standard of living than any other
socialist country in the world, the SED regime was never able to quell the
people’s desire to achieve a life like that broadcast nightly by West German
television.

Despite the GDR’s inability to match the economic development of the
FRG, East Germany did make some startling economic achievements,
given its rather daunting handicaps. It must be remembered that the Soviet
occupation zone of Germany had been more badly damaged by Allied
bombing than the western portions of the country. Moreover, the Soviets
had stripped the eastern part of Germany of up to 30 percent of its industri-
al plants and equipment and shipped them back to the Soviet Union in lieu
of reparations. The GDR was also handicapped by the westward flight of
many of Germany'’s top scientists and technicians from the advancing Red
Army. Perhaps the most serious obstacle facing the economic development
of the GDR was its inclusion in the Soviet economic orbit. This not only
precluded the GDR from receiving Marshall Plan aid but also meant that
the GDR’s trading partners were the underdeveloped economies of Eastern
and Central Europe. A lack of natural resources also forced the GDR to rely
on fuel supplies from its often unreliable eastern neighbors.

Despite these economic handicaps, the GDR maintained impressive
rates of economic growth and developed the most technologically advanced
economy in Eastern and Central Europe. This relatively impressive eco-
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nomic record was achieved while the GDR adhered to the Soviet-Stalinist
economic model. East Germany never experimented with “goulash commu-
nism,” as did the Hungarians, or turned to the West as did the Romanians
and Yugoslavs. The German Democratic Republic, as Erich Honecker,
leader of the SED from 1971 to 1989, would sometimes arrogantly claim,
was an economic success within the Council for Mutual Economic
Assistance (COMECON) because of the East Germans’ discipline and hard
work.

But if the East Germans had reason to be proud, their western neigh-
bors in the Federal Republic had perhaps even more reason to be self-con-
gratulatory. West Germany rose from a bombed-out shell of the western
portion of the German Reich into the world’s third-largest economy. The
West German economic miracle was a product of hard work, careful post-
war planning, and the fortune of being part of a vibrant Atlantic economy.
The West German economic model, referred to as the social market econo-
my because of its combination of the principles of laissez-faire capitalism
with those of the welfare state, became the envy not only of other European
states but also of developing countries outside Europe. The size and might
of the West German economy turned the FRG into a model for others to
emulate; they also gave West Germany the power to influence economic
and political relations between European states and allowed it to play a
more significant role in shaping the events in the wider world economy.

It was the Federal Republic’s firm roots in Western Europe, more
specifically in the European Community (EC), that provided the basis of its
economic miracle. West Germany’s ties to the advanced industrialized
states of the Atlantic economy provided markets and resources for its
export-oriented economic growth. West Germany’s firm commitment to
the EC helped placate those who feared the reemergence of a strong and
confident Germany. But it was West Germany’s membership in the NATO
alliance that did the most to convince edgy Europeans that a strong
Germany was an asset and not a threat to European security. The Federal
Republic’s commitments to its European and Atlantic allies lifted it out of
political isolation and made it a respected member of the world community.

While the Federal Republic of Germany benefited from its membership
in the EC and NATO, the German Democratic Republic had to bear the
weight of being entangled in the economic and military alliances of the
Soviet bloc. The GDR’s membership in COMECON and the Warsaw Pact
cut it off from the nurturing ties of the West and made it the front line of
the Cold War. The GDR also bore the brunt of a diplomatic campaign on
the part of West Germany, based on the Hallstein Doctrine, which
announced that any state that recognized the GDR would automatically lose
the diplomatic recognition of West Germany. This policy was the product
of Chancellor Konrad Adenauer’s foreign policy during the 1950s and
1960s of moving the Federal Republic firmly into the Western camp while
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trying to isolate the GDR and demonstrate the FRG’s resolve to stand up to
the Soviet Union. When the Christian Democratic Union/Christian Social
Union-Social Democratic Party(CDU/CSU-SPD) grand coalition collapsed
in 1969 and was replaced by the Social Democratic Party-Free Democratic
Party (SPD-FDP) coalition, the West German policy of trying to isolate the
GDR gave way to Willy Brandt’s policy of Ostpolitik. (Ostpolitik was the
policy of opening to the East to relieve tensions between West Germany
and its eastern neighbors, particularly the GDR and Poland.)

This opening to the GDR led to the Grundlagenvertrag, or basic treaty,
of 1972, which provided de facto recognition of the GDR as a separate state
but never offered the GDR de jure recognition. It served as the basis for
inter-German relations from 1972 until unification, a period in which East-
West relations in general moved from détente to renewed tensions and
finally to the demise of the Cold War. But despite the ups and downs in
superpower relations, inter-German relations remained relatively consistent
throughout the 1970s and 1980s, even gaining ground during the very tense
early 1980s. Meanwhile, the SED leadership was wary of its lack of legiti-
macy among its own population and feared that a substantial rapproche-
ment with the Federal Republic would threaten the SED’s ability to control
the East German population. Due to the economic slowdown and subse-
quent austerity measures introduced by the East German government in
1982, East Germans became increasingly aware during the course of the
1980s that the SED regime denied them the quality of life that their West
German neighbors took for granted.

However, instead of following the direction of the Soviet Union and its
policies of glasnost and perestroika in order to bolster the East German
economy and gain popularity, the SED leadership chose to remain recalci-
trant and rejected Soviet-style reform. Erich Honecker’s regime adopted a
pose of defiance in the face of Soviet liberalization, even going so far as to
ban Soviet periodicals it found too politically provocative. When asked by
Western journalists in 1987 why the GDR had not embarked on the path of
reform mapped out by the Soviet Union, Kurt Hager, an SED politburo
member, countered with “Why do we need to change our wallpaper every
time our neighbor does?” Such statements only heightened the tension
between Soviet and East German leaders.

Reform in the Soviet Union was not the only cause for tension between
the SED and the Soviet leadership. In the spring of 1989, Mikhail
Gorbachev announced the end of the Brezhnev doctrine and endorsed the
profound reforms that were under way in Hungary and Poland, including
the Hungarian leadership’s decision to dismantle the border between
Hungary and Austria on May 2, 1989. When this became known in East
Germany, thousands of East Germans traveled to Hungary with the inten-
tion of escaping to the Federal Republic via Austria. This sieve in the East
German state’s borders worsened as more and more East Germans began to
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fear that reform was not forthcoming from the SED and that the best option
was to leave immediately or face a bleak future in the GDR.

In addition to the problem of the mass flight of GDR citizens to the
West, Erich Honecker was also faced with rising discontent at home.
During September 1989 East Germans took to the streets to demand
reforms and freedom of travel. As these demonstrations increased in size
and intensity, the GDR celebrated its fortieth anniversary, on October 7,
1989. Mikhail Gorbachev, who was to give a speech commemorating the
founding of the GDR, used the celebration ceremony as an opportunity to
warn Honecker that resisting reform would lead to his being overtaken by
history. The speech set off a series of large-scale demonstrations in Berlin
and Leipzig that continued throughout October 1989. Honecker remained
obdurate and used the GDR’s security police to quell the demonstrations.
Realizing that Honecker’s position on reform threatened to ignite violence,
the SED politburo removed Honecker from office on October 18, 1989.
Honecker’s successor, Egon Krenz, grappled with ways to stem the
swelling protests and continuing flow of East Germans to the West. When
promises of reforms did not placate GDR citizens, Krenz took the radical
step of opening the East German border for travel to the West.

When Giinther Schabowski, member of the East German politburo and
speaker for the government, announced at a press conference in East Berlin
on the evening of November 9, 1989, that all East German citizens could
travel without restriction to West Germany and West Berlin, he probably
did not anticipate that this move would only accelerate the collapse of the
SED regime and lead to the eventual unification of Germany. In fact,
Schabowski’s rather casual statements marked the beginning of a memo-
rable night and the end of the infamous Berlin Wall. The decision to open
the borders of the GDR was a desperate attempt by the SED leadership to
bolster its own popularity and stop the demonstrations and continuing flight
of its citizens. Instead of showing gratitude to the SED, citizens voted with
their feet in the following weeks and months, leaving the GDR at a rate of
2,000 per day.

After November 9, 1989, the political hierarchy in the GDR started to
crumble. On November 18, 1989, the East German People’s Chamber, or
Volkskammer, elected Hans Modrow, a representative of the reform-mind-
ed elements in the SED, to the then relatively powerless post of prime min-
ister. Modrow managed to tumn his office into a more influential instrument
of political power after the Volkskammer on December 1 repealed the sec-
tion of the constitution that provided for the “leadership role” of the
Socialist Unity Party, and after the entire SED leadership resigned on
December 3. Although his reformist credentials equipped Modrow with
some, albeit a very limited, degree of legitimacy, he lacked the kind of
legitimacy derived from free and democratic elections. When the power
apparatus of the Communist system started to disintegrate further, the
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Modrow government agreed to negotiate with the most prominent dissident
groups and newly formed political parties in the form of “round table” (Der
Runde Tisch) discussions. The round table held its first session on
December 7 and continued to meet until March 12, 1990. The leadership’s
announcement in January 1990 that free elections would be held in May of
that year represented a last-ditch effort to save the GDR as an independent
state. But it came too late. The end of the GDR as a sovereign state came in
sight: The GDR had little reason to exist separately from West Germany if
it was not a socialist state.

The round table negotiations were a dynamic phenomenon that went
through several phases.3 First, they served to delegitimize and disarm the
old power apparatus of the SED and the state security forces. Second, they
led to the creation of a “government of national responsibility” (Regierung
der nationalen Verantwortung) of which the round table was an integral
part. And finally, this second phase led to a third stage in which the various
contenders struggled for government control.

Initial plans for popular elections scheduled for May 1990 had to be
shelved in favor of holding elections for a new East German Volkskammer
on March 18, 1990, while the mass exodus of citizens to West Germany
continued unabated and the political structure of the Communist state
showed increased signs of deterioration. This transitional period between
the fall of the Berlin Wall and the elections of March 18, 1990, was heavily
influenced by a sense of power vacuum, with the formal instruments of
power and the institutions of the old regime still in place but with no clear-
ly identifiable political actors in charge. The Modrow govemment lacked
democratic legitimacy; however, those forces with popular backing were
not yet formally part of the institutionalized political process. The elections
scheduled for March were designed to alleviate this problem and install
legitimate political actors as representatives for the East German state,
because the ongoing political process required actors that were able to con-
duct business on behalf of the East German state without the liabilities that
had frustrated and inhibited the Modrow government.

The elections to the East German Volkskammer were the first and last
free and democratic countrywide elections held in the GDR, and they were
dominated by a single overarching issue: the pace of German unification.
Along with the organizations that had been instrumental in bringing about
the peaceful ouster of the Communists in 1989, a total of twenty-four par-
ties competed in these elections. The most important parties were the newly
founded left-leaning Social Democrats and the more conservative Alliance
for Germany. The Social Democratic Party had been formed in October
1989 and had originally been called SDP, but it was then “adopted” and
supported by its big brother from West Germany, the Social Democratic
Party of Germany (SPD). The Alliance for Germany was designed by the
West German electoral managers of Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s Christian
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Democratic Union (CDU). It consisted of the bigger Christian Democratic
Union and two smaller parties, the German Social Union (DSU) and
Democratic Awakening (DA). The Social Democratic Party had traditional-
ly been strong in the eastern part of Germany before the Soviet occupation,
and it had not had ties with the Communist regime. In that regard the Social
Democrats were different from the CDU, which had once been a “puppet
party” in the Communist-controlled National Front. In early March, the
SPD was heavily favored to win the election contest. Instead, the resound-
ing winner in the election was the Alliance for Germany, which had run on
a platform of free-market economic reforms and, most important, unifica-
tion as quickly as possible. The Social Democrats and the Communist SED
(now renamed the Party of Democratic Socialism, or PDS) were trounced.
These election results had important implications for the dynamics of the
unification process because they installed the CDU politician Lothar de
Maiziere as the East German prime minister; he initially governed in a
grand coalition with the Social Democrats.

On February 7, 1990, more than a month before the election, the West
German government had offered East Germany immediate negotiations
toward the creation of a monetary union and an economic community. It
had been proposed that the East German Ost Mark be replaced by the West
German Deutsche Mark on a yet-to-be-determined date. At the same time,
the GDR was expected to create the conditions for the introduction of a
market economy. The two German governments quickly took up this pro-
posal after the election, because the East Germans seemed to have
expressed their desire for a quick conclusion of the unification process and
Chancellor Kohl had campaigned heavily on this issue. The core of the
Economic, Monetary, and Social Union Treaty that was signed by the two
Germanies on May 18, 1990, and went into effect on July 2 consisted of the
introduction of the West German currency. The introduction of “good
money” and the treaty in general had, and continue to have, significant
implications for all aspects of the East German and West German societies
and economies—implications that can hardly be overstated, as they have
affected wages, salaries, prices of goods, inflation and credit, welfare bene-
fits and pensions, aspects of economic cooperation in the European
Community, taxation and public debts, and the structure of the economies.

The international attitude toward these proceedings encouraged the
two German states to move toward unification. Negotiations known as the
two-plus-four talks between the two German states and the four occupying
powers were initiated to settle the unresolved issue of granting Germany
full sovereignty. The Soviet Union, with some 300,000 troops stationed in
the GDR and an historical distrust of Germany, was the potential major
international obstacle to German unification. But with promises of sizable
loans and payments for the resettlement of Soviet troops, the Federal
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Republic was able to convince the Soviets to go along with German plans
for unification. With the Soviets satisfied, and the Western powers willing
to accept German unification, the road to unification was clear when
the Allies granted full sovereignty to Germany just before formal unifica-
tion.

Although the two-plus-four talks proceeded smoothly, monetary union
turmed out to be a disaster for the GDR economy. East Germans exchanged
their worthless Ost Marks for the valuable D-Mark at a one-to-one rate, and
then proceeded to buy only Western products. As the East German econo-
my collapsed, the calls for immediate unification came not only from the
CDU and its allies but also from the Social Democrats, who felt the Federal
Republic had a responsibility to aid the East because of the effects of the
monetary union.

The express desire of East German citizens to speed up the process of
unification moved the debate about the process of formal political unifica-
tion to the forefront. How was the political unity of the two Germanies to
be accomplished? The political actors in Bonn and Berlin chose the quick-
est possible route to unification. On August 31, 1990, the two Germanies
signed a second treaty, called a Unification Treaty, that stated in Article 1:

Upon the accession of the German Democratic Republic to the Federal
Republic of Germany in accordance with Article 23 of the Basic Law tak-
ing effect on 3 October 1990 the Lander of Brandenburg, Mecklenburg—
Western Pomerania, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia shall become
Linder of the Federal Republic of Germany. The establishment of these
Linder and their boundaries shall be governed by the provisions of the
Constitutional Act of 22 July 1990 on the Establishment of Linder in the
German Democratic Republic . . .

East Germany reestablished once-existing states and acceded to West
Germany on October 3. Thus, the unification of Germany was formally
completed less than eleven months after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Yet
these new states did not have democratically elected governments. In order
to institute such governments, state and local elections were held in all five
new Ldnder and Berlin on October 14. Except for one state (Brandenburg),
the CDU dominated the elections and won either an absolute majority
(Saxony), or formed coalitions with the Free Democratic Party (FDP), its
coalition partner in Bonn. Hence, the electoral success which the Christian
Democrats had experienced in March was repeated at the state (Ldnder)
level.

It became apparent in late summer of 1990 that the 1990 West German
elections, which had initially been planned as the regular Bundestag elec-
tions for the old Federal Republic, would be the first free all-German elec-
tions since the 1932 Weimar Republic elections. It did not come as a sur-
prise that the national elections held on December 2 were also dominated



