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Introduction to Estranged yet Entangled:
Perspectives on East German History

DIERK HOFFMANN, HERMANN WENTKER,
AND JONATHAN R. ZATLIN

Recent debate over the place of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) in
German and European history has been marked by the revival of Cold War
oppositions. In these discussions, the West is often portrayed as the source of
today’s problems, whether it is the continued gap in wealth and income be-
tween western and eastern Germany or the relative lack of East German rep-
resentation among the institutional elites in post-unification Germany. In
the heat of discussion, it is easy to forget that in the early 1990s, immediately
following the collapse of the GDR, both East and West Germans were much
more concerned about dismantling communist power and the Stasi’s far-flung
networks. After all, the Peaceful Revolution of 1989 dislodged communist
clites from their positions of power, but the formation of new elites in castern
Germany was contingent on the transfer of West German social, economic,
and legal arrangements to the former GDR. In other words, the development
of civil society in the East German federal states was tangled up in the cast-
ward transfer of democratic institutions.

Despite this dialectical relationship a number of recent publications have
presented a rather simplistic view of East German history. A prominent example
is Katja Hoyer’s widely discussed book, Beyond the Wall: East Germany, 1949—
1990, which was promoted by her publisher as a “groundbreaking and new per-
spective on life in the GDR.” In the preface to her study, the author confidently
promises “a new history of the GDR that displays this vanished country in all
of its aspects—from high politics to everyday life.”* In the English-language
media, the book was greeted with near-euphoria and lauded as a corrective to
the “Cold War caricatures” of the GDR. In contrast, its reception in the Ger-
man media was mixed, while the German academic community greeted it with
scathing criticism.? In trying to make sense of the book’s divided reception, the



US historian Andrew Port identified two cultural reasons for the positive re-
sponse by the English-language press: the reviewers’ relative ignorance about the
GDR and “alonging for an alternative to the dominant socioeconomic system
of the West after the fall of the Berlin Wall.”* The idea that discontent with the
present shapes representations of the past is just as true for German portrayals
of the GDR. On this point, Martin Sabrow observed that the prevailing image
of the GDR as a dictatorship has been increasingly rejected by former citizens
of the GDR because it does not correspond to what they remember about their
experiences. The “memory of dictatorship” (Diktaturgediichinis), dominating the
public sphere deviates from the “memory of adaptation” (Arrangementgediicht-
nis), a representation East Germans justify by arguing they lived the “right life
in the wrong system.” One possible way to resolve this dichotomy is to take
refuge in “a historicization of the GDR” that is free of political agendas and that

“foregrounds the dictatorial normality of socialist rule.”®

Old Divisions, New Insights

Historians have painted a complex and colorful picture of East Germany
through methodological innovation and the creative use of sources. From this
perspective, it is possible to identify four major historiographic trends among
scholars of the GDR, which we outline below with the caveat that our presen-
tation is by no means exhaustive.

The first trend is distinguished by efforts to integrate both German states into
alarger and more unified history of Germany after 1945. This approach often
draws on previously existing conceptualizations of German-German division
as incomplete, but is shaped in particular by Christoph KlefSmann’s plea for
an “asymmetrically intertwined parallel history” of the two German socicties.”
Alongside sophisticated dissertations, there are now whole book series devoted
to German-German history, a methodologically demanding task if there ever
was one. Most notable is Petra Weber’s Getrennt und doch vereint: Deutsch-
deutsche Geschichte 1945-1989/90 (Divided but Connected: German-German
History 1945-1989/1990), an impressive interweaving of West with East German
history that appeared a few years ago.® Studies that aim to integrate these two
very different societies into one history tend to emphasize large-scale challenges
shared by industrial societies, such as the economic crises after 1970 and the
trend to globalization. After all, both the West and East German economies
were, despite their differences, ultimately dependent on oil, the price of which
rose dramatically during this period.” Both German states were also bound

together by efforts to combat environmental pollution, which had emerged
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by the 1980s as a political imperative on both sides of the Iron Curtain.'® Even
though denazification in the three Western occupation zones differed markedly
from the process in the Soviet Occupation Zone," moreover, both countries
were forced to confront the fascist legacy. There were an estimated 8.5 mil-
lion NSDAP members at the end of the war, not to mention those who had
collaborated with, sympathized with, or benefited from the Nazi regime. Yet
fascist attitudes and habits did not magically vanish with the end of National
Socialist rule, but continued to inform political culture in both German soci-
cties long afterward. Nor did antisemitism in Germany simply disappear after
the unconditional surrender of May 8, 194s. In this sense, the GDR was, like
the Federal Republic, a “post-Nazi society.”

A second trend is focused on examining the position of the GDR within the
Soviet Bloc. After all, the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED—
Socialist Unity Party of Germany) depended directly on the Soviet leadership in
Moscow for its power, a fact that became emphatically clear during the popular
uprising of June 17, 1953, when only the violent intervention of Soviet troops
stationed in the country was able to preserve the party’s rule.® As a result, the
GDR was able to pursue an autonomous foreign policy only “within narrow
limits,” constrained as it was both by directives from the Soviet Union and the
indirect influence of West Germany.* Nevertheless, the GDR built up a com-
plex network of relationships with other Eastern Bloc states, marked not only
by cooperation and rapprochement but also by demarcation. A large number
of studies have been devoted to analyzing official rituals of socialist friendship
as well as propagandistic images of the capitalist enemy.® One regional study
of Leipzig, for example, explores daily contact between Germans and Poles.
Although their informal interactions initially adhered to politically prescribed
rules, this exchange soon developed a dynamic of its own, growing to include
vibrant cross-border black markets. Despite considerable efforts to crack down
on this illegal trade, East German authorities were unable to “contain or even
prevent” the transnational demand for shortage goods.!

Even diplomatic relationships between otherwise close allies were not im-
pervious to strain. During the first two decades after the defeat of the Nazis, for
example, the much-celebrated “socialist friendship” between the East German
and Czechoslovak peoples resulted in a dramatic increase in state-organized
cultural and social cooperation. In the late 1960s, however, the SED leader-
ship’s fear of “negative influences” emanating from its reformist neighbor led
to serious tensions between East Berlin and Prague.” In contrast, diplomatic
relations with Romania were marked by what researchers have called the “weak
media presence of the GDR.” In a bid to cultivate better ties to West Germany,
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the Ceausescu regime simply refused to print the SED’s numerous criticisms of
the Federal Republic.®®

A third trend in East German historiography emphasizes the peculiar dynam-
ics of the GDR’s own development. Despite the intimacy of the two Germanies’
entanglement with each other, it is necessary to study their respective histories
independently of each other if we are to gain more insight into their divergent
political, economic, and social systems. As a result, the previously existing im-
pulse to study the Federal Republic on its own terms has now been applied to
the GDR as well.” The recent “rediscovery” of the state in German studies has
led to renewed analysis of institutional actors. In the last decade, scholars have
produced important studies of East German state actors, from the Ministry of
the Interior, Ministry of Health, and the Ministry of Agriculture to the cen-
tral economic administration, and a study of the Ministry of Transportation
is nearing completion.”® Moreover, new research has forced a reassessment of
older assumptions that a small group of SED members promoted by the Soviet
Union—“Moscow cadres”—came to power with the support of a tightly con-
trolled party apparatus.” After having shed light on the SED’s carly history,
morcover, scholars have concluded that the communist party’s development
must be understood “not only as political history but as social history as well.”*
East German society, especially in the 1950s, was characterized by a high degree
of social mobility, as the SED sought to replace the country’s elites in deliber-
ate fashion.” Precipitated by land reform and the nationalization of numerous
commercial enterprises, unexpected opportunities for workers” advancement
opened up,* even if it quickly became apparent that professional qualifications
played “at times only a subordinate role” in promotions.” Finally, recent studies
of everyday life and cultural history, women’s and gender history, memory cul-
ture, and the history of homosexuality have opened up new intellectual vistas
on East German society.” Beginning in 1957, for example, the GDR adopted a
comparatively less repressive approach toward male homosexuality than West
Germany, even removing Paragraph 175, which made homosexuality a criminal
offence, from its criminal code in 1968.” To a large extent, however, this liber-
alization remained formal; both male and female homosexuals continued to
suffer persecution in the GDR.

Although the GDR ceased to exist as a separate state on October 3, 1990, its
history continued in many respects. Accordingly, the fourth observable trend
in East German scholarship systematically explores the legacy of the GDR in
post-unification Germany. The transformative impact of the SED’s social poli-
cies on social structures and cultural values were far-reaching and extended well
beyond 1989/90, a fact that militates against viewing unification as a complete
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break with the past. The right to work, guaranteed by the GDR’s constitution,
was even adopted by civil rights activists and included in the Social Charta of the
Round Table (Sozialcharta des Runden Tisches) in early 1990.2 The political,
economic, social, cultural, and psychological upheavals triggered by the collapse
of communist rule in East Germany and Eastern Europe—along with their rever-
berations in West Germany, which have been described as a co-transformation—
have long been the subject of transformation research, traditionally the domain
of political science, economics, sociology, and anthropology. Now that many
confidential documents have been declassified and state records are accessible
to the public, however, historians are in a position to provide better informed
accounts of East Germany’s transformation.”” As a result, scholars have begun
to recognize the revolutionary period between the popular protests in the fall
0f 1989 and the aftermath of the GDR’s last elections in the spring of 1990 as an
autonomous stage in East German history rather than a mere prelude to Ger-
man unification. The focus has thus shifted to the introduction of the mecha-
nisms of parliamentary democracy, as well as to how East Germans envisaged
such a democracy and what expectations they had of the future.® Analysis of
the files of the Treuhandanstalt, the agency responsible for the privatization of
East German enterprises,” has brought important insights into the process of
economic regime change as well as the role of economic actors such as trade
unions in the transition from socialism to capitalism.*> Recent work analyzing
the transformation of various regions and economic sectors likewise offers a
more nuanced view of the privatization process.” Lastly, a number of valuable
studies have focused on East German memory culture, on popular experience
of the watershed year 0f 1989/90, and on the surge in xenophobia and the wave

of arson attacks on immigrants in the early 1990s.%*

Five Arguments, Five Reflections

This volume secks to demonstrate the potential these approaches to East Ger-
man history offer by selecting a few representative topics. The five articles
were all published in Vierteljahrshefie fiir Zeitgeschichte, the leading German-
language journal for contemporary history, over the past twenty years. Each ar-
ticle is devoted to a different period in East German history; we have arranged
them in chronological order and paired them with commentaries written by
North American historians.

The volume opens with a surprising case study by Peter E. Fafler: a story of
East German mine operators who continued to employ West German skilled
workers even after the onset of Cold War hostilities. This regional labor market
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managed to survive not only World War II, but also the division of Germany
because the economically weak region of Upper Franconia was unable to offer
the slate miners meaningful alternatives to their daily commute to Thuringia,
while the Thuringian slate-mine operators could not find enough East German
workers to take the Franconian miners’ place. Together, the East German demand
for West German labor and the West German lack of employment opportuni-
ties compelled state officials on both sides of the political conflict to reach an
economic arrangement that was mutually beneficial.

The document uncarthed by Andreas Malycha brings the central dilemma
of the Honecker era into focus: the weakness of East German economy, which
was unable to sustain a costly consumer-oriented policy. The frank criticism
of Honecker’s economic and social policies articulated by Gerhard Schiirer,
the longtime head of the Staatliche Plankommission (SPK—State Planning
Commission), makes for fascinating reading. The fact that Schiirer dared to
go behind Honecker’s back and convey his misgivings to the Stasi, moreover,
underscores the gravity of the GDR’s economic decline. In his article, Malycha
demonstrates that Schiirer and others were aware by the mid-1970s that the GDR
simply could not afford higher levels of consumption. Because SED leaders had
tethered their legitimacy to higher living standards, however, they felt politically
bound to pursue economically unrealistic policies. Unwilling to “risk the passive
loyalty of the majority of the people,” Honecker rightly worried that the auster-
ity measures proposed by Schiirer might foment popular discontent.” Instead,
Honecker tried to pay for higher consumption levels through export surpluses,
which was more wishful thinking than economic reality. Ironically, Honecker’s
fear of political instability supplanted sober analysis with the very pipe dreams
that contributed to the GDRSs collapse.

In his response to Malycha’s thesis, Jonathan R. Zatlin warns against any
personalization of the policy conflict that casts Honecker (and Economic Sec-
retary Giinter Mittag) as villains and Schiirer as a hero. Such an explanation, he
writes, would be misleading. Although Schiirer voiced his objections at various
times, he did not actively oppose Honecker. Nor was he willing to risk his own
position of power. The deeper issue, Zatlin argues, was that these disputes were
“manifestations of the institutional arrangements and affective allegiances that
shaped the East German dictatorship.” In the end, the SPK was a politically
powerless authority faced with an economically unsolvable task.*

The article by Christian Schemmert and Daniel Siemens on educating future
journalists at the University of Leipzig illustrates just how strongly the Ulbricht
era was dedicated to the establishment of a dictatorship. The article highlights
the SED’s efforts to control content creation in support of its rule. The task of the
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media in the GDR was less to inform the public than to bring public opinion into
line with the aims of the regime, which meant that it was absolutely essential to
train a new generation of reporters who were politically reliable and could make
communist policy appear convincing. And yet, party leaders were divided over
which academic personnel and pedagogical approaches would bring the most
success. For much of the 1950s, the party’s efforts were overseen by Hermann
Budzislawski, a German who had emigrated to East Germany from the West.”
Although he showed a willingness to adapt to the party’s goals, Budzislawski
nevertheless placed emphasis on cultivating professional skills and journalistic
expertise, an approach supported by Albert Norden, head of the SED Central
Committee’s Agitation Department. In contrast, Central Committee Secretary
Kurt Hager and the leader of the Leipzig SED district, Paul Frohlich, believed
the purpose of journalism was simply to convey ideological content. These two
hardliners ultimately prevailed: Budzislawski was dismissed in 1962 and the
curriculum redesigned so that classes in Marxist-Leninist ideology accounted
for a quarter of all courses. Surprisingly, the Ministry for State Security (MfS
or Stasi) exerted less influence over Leipzig University’s School of Journalism
than scholars have previously assumed, with students even displaying a certain
degree of defiance (“Eigen-Sinn”) in their dealings with the Stasi.*® Nevertheless,
students were acutely aware of the Stasi’s powerful reach. The authors attribute
the general ideological conformity of the roughly 2000 journalists trained be-
tween 1954 and 1968 partly to the fact that many of them, as members of the
postwar generation, were genuinely committed to “building socialism.” The
financial security provided through scholarships also fostered loyalty. But direct
and indirect forms of intimidation, ranging from peer pressure and psychological
harassment to threats of expulsion or dismissal, also had a substantial impact on
the students living together in dormitories.

In his commentary, John Connelly reflects on the degree of autonomy that
students and instructors enjoyed, concluding that their freedom of action was
increasingly constrained during the 1960s. Connelly’s appeal for a more care-
ful periodization leads him to argue for greater differentiation when analyzing
support for “building socialism” as well as for greater comparison with Eastern
Europe.

Like Peter Fafler’s article on Western workers in Thuringia, the two articles
on environmental pollution—one on border waters as an environmental is-
sue involving both states; the other on the Karzendreck (cat pee) smell affair—
foreground the peculiar dynamic of German-German division: the duality of
estrangement yet entanglement. Those tensions shaped the development of both
German polities, but they did so asymmetrically. More so than for the Federal
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Republic, the GDR’s existence was inconceivable without reference to the other
German state.” Despite the GDR’s attempts to sever its relationship with its
western counterpart, the two Germanies were greatly influenced by their intense
rivalry, whether it took the form of mistrustful scrutiny from afar or official and
informal contacts up close.* This ambivalence was observable immediately after
the founding of the two states in 1949, when the GDR claimed that it embodied
the better Germany, the one that would ultimately prevail over the other. That
is, SED leaders defined the GDR not simply in terms of its West German rival,
often conflating the Federal Republic with the Nazi dictatorship, but promised
a victory over its capitalist counterpart in the distant future. The GDR thus
embarked on a competitive struggle with an uncertain outcome. Personal ties
between Germans on both sides of the Iron Curtain worked to mitigate this
official and sometimes bitter competition, at times playing a considerable role in
the development of both states. The asymmetry in living standards and personal
liberties between the two Germanies, moreover, became increasingly obvious,
leading East Germans to take their cues from West German society rather than
vice versa. Although jobs in the East were secure, the greater political freedom
and material prosperity offered by the West appealed more than the dictatorial
constraints that seemed to produce constant economic shortage.

As the example of West German workers in the Thuringian slate mining
industry illustrates, the gap between the two societies was not yet so marked in
the 1950s. In the carly part of the decade, these jobs were of existential impor-
tance to the skilled workers of northern Bavaria. As Lauren Stokes points out
in her commentary, not only the workers but their families, too, were oriented
toward Thuringia in their daily lives, especially when it came to shopping and
medical care. This interdependence between the mine operators and the skilled
workers led to two agreements, the Coburger Sonderabkommen (Coburg Special
Agreement) of 1950 and the Lebestener Vereinbarung (Lehesten Agreement) of
1955, which allowed for cross-border employment despite the German-German
divide. Similar conditions existed in Berlin, with cross-border commuters travel-
ingin both directions until 1961. No special agreements were in fact necessary for
Berlin because borders between Allied sectors remained open up to that point.”
Peter Fafller’s article, however, demonstrates that political isolation ultimately
triumphed over economic cooperation as the GDR gradually restricted cross-
border traffic and eventually brought it to a halt. In contrast, economic prosperity
rendered political cooperation less important for workers in the Federal Republic,
as the West German economic boom eventually reached Upper Franconia and
local workers could find better employment closer to home.

Environmental issues do not simply end at borders, and pollution provided
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another occasion for contact between East and West Germany. Once again,
however, asymmetrical developments shaped the dynamic of entanglement and
estrangement peculiar to these neighbors. While the GDR regarded the border
with the Federal Republic as a clear demarcation between two independent
states as prescribed by international law, the Federal Republic viewed it as a
transitory boundary between two territorial units within Germany (which is
why it was always referred to as the “inner-German border” in West Germany).
It is no wonder, then, that a similarly lopsided perspective dominated discus-
sion of shared waterways. Nearly all of the polluted rivers that originated in the
GDR drained westward, which lead East German negotiators to identify West
Germany’s interest in cleaner rivers as a source of leverage that they could use
to assert their own interpretation of the border’s status. For that reason, the
GDR demanded that the Federal Republic recognize the GDR as a sovereign
state under international law before it would discuss any measures to remediate
the pollution. Until 1972, when the two states recognized each other under the
Basic Treaty, no negotiations over riverway pollution took place. Because the
treaty entailed recognition of the GDR as a state but not within the context of
international law, however, the GDR continued to obstruct any agreements.*

Astrid M. Eckert’s article focuses on shared waterways as a German-German
environmental issue, using the example of German-German negotiations over
the desalinization of the Werra River (which also affected the Weser further
downstream). But the GDR could not simply think in terms of international
law because it, too, suffered from cross-border pollution, as saline waste from
West German potash production had been seeping across the border. Once
again, the entangled relationships between the two states outweighed their es-
trangement from each other: Negotiations were interrupted at times but never
entirely broken off.** Over time, the GDR’s priorities also shifted. Although
SED leaders initially sought concessions from the Federal Republic in terms of
diplomatic recognition, they later focused on obtaining advanced environmen-
tal technology and having West Germany pay for it. As the GDR’s demands for
access to green technology and financial transfers moved to the foreground, its
contested political status receded into the background. Over time, the East and
West German negotiators achieved a degree of rapprochement. The salinity of
the Werra, however, was not significantly reduced until after unification.

In his commentary, Eli Rubin explicitly challenges the “green legend” that
places sole blame for pollution on the East and implicitly exonerates capitalism
in the process.** He makes three key points: First, the GDR lacked the capital
needed to modernize its industrial plants, which led in turn to greater environ-

mental damage. Second, Western industrialized nations used their economic
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position to outsource environmentally harmful production methods and waste
both to the Global South and to socialist Eastern Europe. From the GDR’s
perspective, this amounted to “greenwashing” on the part of West Germany, a
situation the East exploited to obtain expensive, high-end environmental tech-
nology from the West.” And third, Rubin rightly argues that the division of and
mutual antagonism between the two German states came at the expense of the
environment: because they failed to agree on necessary remediation measures,
pollution continued unabated. In the case of the Werra, alkali salt pollution
remains a serious problem even today.

The article by Bodo Mrozeck and Doubravka Ol$dkova on the cat-pee-smell
affair expands the German-German perspective to include Czechoslovakia. The
crisis was triggered by air pollution in the tri-border region of West Germany,
East Germany, and Czechoslovakia. Industrial emissions drifting into Bavar-
ia sparked the dispute, perceived as they were as an olfactory nuisance. The
spread of the odor prompted complaints from the public, leading to political
action. The article combines approaches grounded in political history and in
sensory studies. It analyzes the consequences of the stench drifting across the
border into northeastern Bavaria on diplomatic activity and industrial policy
in the Federal Republic, Czechoslovakia, and the GDR. Equipped with objec-
tive evidence of airborne emissions that underpinned subjective impressions,
the CDU/CSU parliamentary group requested that the federal government
open an official inquiry into the matter. Rightly suspecting that the source of
the pollution lay in Czechoslovakia and East Germany, the federal government
lodged complaints with their neighbors. The Bavarian state government also
became involved, exerting pressure on both the federal government and the
GDR. Initially, the governments of Czechslovakia and the GDR stonewalled
on the matter, seeking to keep reports of environmental pollution under wraps
even as they acknowledged internally that they knew where the foul odors were
coming from. It was not until the mid-1980s that cooperative solutions began
to emerge, with West Germany willing to provide financial assistance as it had
done in the case of the polluted rivers.

As Julia E. Ault explains, including the sensory dimension of airborne con-
tamination demonstrates that environmental pollution in the region overlap-
ping Bavaria, the GDR, and Czechoslovakia represented a cross-border issue
that forced all parties to act. Because forest dieback had become a hot-button
issue in the Federal Republic during the 1980s, the CSU felt it could take up the
problem of foul odors. While the cross-border relationships prompted by the
cat-pee-smell affair were indeed unequal in nature, they illustrate that the GDR,
for all its isolationist policies, was not in fact sealed off from the outside world.
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Although scholars may regard contemporary history with some trepidation,
especially when the outcomes of so many social processes remain open, these
articles and commentaries demonstrate that methodological rigor and the cre-
ative identification of sources can shed new light on familiar topics. Even more
importantly, the authors demonstrate that taking the GDR seriously as an au-
tonomous historical actor (rather than as a mere footnote of history) opens up
new perspectives on German-German history as much as it informs us about
developments behind the Iron Curtain. As is often the case, public discourse
about the past is often animated by current events to romanticize the past. Rather
than rely on the vagaries of collective memory, scholars must remain commit-
ted to reconstructing the history of the GDR. It is the aim of this joint project,
predominantly featuring the work of historians from Germany and the United
States, to contribute to this effort.

Ambivalences

Together, these articles and the reflections on them remind us that the division
of Germany was never as complete as it seemed. Even the degree of hostility
East and West Germans directed at cach other betrayed their preoccupation
with one another. After the defeat of the Nazis, Cold War tensions shattered
once-national institutions, unraveling them along ideological lines. In contrast
to the relatively frictionless reconstitution of Austrian institutions out of Na-
tional Socialism’s “Greater Germany,” the emergence of the East and the West
German state out of the ruins of the “Third Reich” had little historical prece-
dent. For the first time, the contours of political conflict took on topographi-
cal form, as the competition between communism and capitalism in Germany
now corresponded to a discrete geographical division. Neither the territorial-
ization of this rivalry, however, nor the increasing clarification of its boundar-
ies did much to mitigate the turbulence of the German-German breakup. To
stand Willy Brandt’s epigrammatic observation about German unification on
its head, what had grown together was now torn asunder.

As the contributions to this volume remind us, however, these parallel histo-
ries intersected more often than Cold War rhetoric suggested. Even when the two
Germanies were the most estranged, they remained very much entangled with
cach other. The very same anticommunism that led West Germans to dismiss
the SED’s rule as illegitimate, for example, also formed the basis of the Federal
Republic’s western integration—and by extension, the division of Germany.*
Take the introduction of the deutsche mark (DM) in 1948, which arose out of
liberal monetary theory as a method of taming inflationary pressures, curbing
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black market activity, and encouraging economic growth.” But the unilateral
imposition of a new currency in the western zones (and with it the social market
economy) also contributed to German-German tensions, uncoupling previously
integrated regional markets and precipitating the creation of two antagonistic
states. Meanwhile, the “economic miracle” supposedly unleashed by West Ger-
man monetary policy facilitated the development of a discrete West German
identity, as pride in the success of the social market economy and the strength of
the DM offered a politically acceptable form of nationalist satisfaction, leading
many in the Federal Republic to arrange themselves with the two-state status
quo. By the 1980s, the GDR secemed further away than it really was to many,
even as its proximity continued to shape the contours of West German con-
versation. For others, the West German polity remained incomplete without
East Germany; in much the same way that Bismarck’s Germany had failed to
include Austria, a certain restlessness accompanied their attitude to the smallest
of “small German solutions.” Like a phantom pain, the GDR functioned as an
adversarial other against which West Germans could measure the successes and
failures of liberal democracy.

A similar combination of attraction and repulsion coursed through East Ger-
man society. In contrast to West Germany, however, attitudes toward German
unification were more neatly divided between the rulers and the ruled. The SED’s
antipathy toward the Federal Republic—an entity that party members correctly
viewed as a serious threat to their power—led the party to pursue a policy of
radical autonomy from the other Germany. In retaliation for the introduction
of the DM, for example, the SED and their Soviet patrons sought to finalize
the territorial separation of the two Germanys by uniting Berlin under com-
munist control. Through an impressive feat of airborne prowess, the Americans
and British managed to thwart this plan to starve West Berlin into submission,
successfully circumventing the blockade through a sustained airlift.*® Despite
the failure to eliminate this outpost of capitalism in the heart of the communist
East, the SED nevertheless continued its efforts to sever connections with the
Federal Republic, culminating in the 1961 construction of the Berlin Wall. By
closing off the last escape route to the West, the SED completed the territorial
division of Germany in a most spectacular way. Overnight, party leaders put an
end to the labor exodus to the West that had proved so costly to the planned
economy. Perhaps more important, the Wall rescued German communism from
the embarrassing spectacle of its own unpopularity, as East Germans could no
longer “vote with their feet” against the regime and leave the GDR.” To their
chagrin, however, East German officials soon found that the “antifascist pro-
tective wall” did not entirely insulate the GDR from the West. The spectacular
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deaths of those shot while trying to escape the GDR, for example, brought East
and West Germans together in their anger at the regime’s heartlessness.>

As the contributions to this volume remind us, however, the Wall was not
impregnable. Despite the SED’s efforts, the German-German frontier was not
as fixed or fast-frozen as the cartographical line, the diplomatic word, or even
the border patrol would have it. On the contrary, the flow of workers, finances,
waterways, and wind defied otherwise impassable borders. Nor could Cold War
topography block electromagnetic radiation; instead, West German radio and
television signals penetrated well into the GDR (except for the areas around
Dresden and Greifswald, sarcastically dubbed the “Valley of the Clueless” by
East German wags). Trends in fashion and music, from classical to rock, as well
as the emancipatory consequences of 1968 wafted back and forth across the
barbed wire, from anti-nuclear protests to the church-based peace movement.
Despite strict controls at border crossings, moreover, organized smuggling rings
managed to move large amounts of cigarettes, alcohol, and narcotics around
the wall. Most ominously, the DM, that token of West German identity and
power, found its way into the hands of ordinary East Germans, leading the con-
servative Bild-Zeitung to proclaim rashly in 1986 that “the West German mark
has unified the nation.”*?

Soon after its construction, moreover, communist authorities began breaching
the Wall for their own purposes. Some of the exceptions to the Wall’s impene-
trability were motivated by the party’s need to mollify the population’s anger at
what amounted to their imprisonment. As early as 1964, the SED began allowing
some retirees to visit the West. After the two countries recognized each other as
sovereign states in 1972, moreover, the SED gradually relaxed travel restrictions,
permitting West Germans to visit the GDR on day visas and eventually allow-
ing some East Germans to visit the Federal Republic for urgent family matters.
On the whole, however, the decision to allow limited egress to “fascist” West
Germany only undermined the ideological solidity of the Wall. It is no wonder
that demands for complete travel freedom were central to the popular upheaval
that eventually toppled the wall in 1989.

Most of the SED’s concessions, however, arose out of economic rather than
political necessity. Like most Soviet-Bloc nations, for example, the GDR obliged
western visitors to buy a minimum amount of communist currency on a daily
basis, which provided the GDR with a much-needed hard-currency revenue
stream. But the GDR did not simply import Western currency. It also import-
ed West German garbage, which the Federal Republic was eager to dispose of
despite its superior waste management infrastructure.” Not infrequently, the
SED’s need for hard currency converged with West German profit-secking,
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sometimes leading to agreements that demonstrated a shocking disregard for
East German life by both sides. West German pharmaceutical firms, for example,
lined up to pay the SED for the right to test drugs on East Germans, not least
because communist officials did not require them to implement the costly safety
protocols that had become standard in the West.”* Under Honecker, coziness
with the class enemy did not stop at reselling Western consumer goods to East
Germans. The socialist state also invited West German corporations to proﬁt
from cheap East German labor, working with Salamander, Adidas, Bosch, and
Beiersdorf, manufacturer of the best-selling Nivea hand and body lotions.” Even
as the SED continued to upgrade the physical barriers dividing Germans, then,
the emergence of détente, the limitations of economic planning, and Honecker’s
emphasis on consumption generated multiple touchpoints with West German
capitalism. Quite aside from the ethically dubious and ideologically suspect
premises of this contact with the Federal Republic, the interaction between
East and West Germans slowly but surely undermined the regime’s arguments
for East German autonomy.

For its part, the West German state’s entanglement in the GDR’s internal
affairs hinged on competing political imperatives. On the one hand, reunifica-
tion remained central to West German political culture despite the begrudging
recognition of the GDR's sovereignty. West German irredentism was enshrined
in the Basic Law, so named because it was conceived as a provisional constitu-
tion pending the restoration of national unity, explicitly providing for a legal
path by which German territories could (re)join the West German polity. On
the other hand, West German paternalism, which combined a real concern for
the well-being of East Germans with the need for propaganda triumphs over its
communist rivals, militated for alleviating the hardships imposed by commu-
nist control. In line with its principles, for example, the Federal Republic did
not regard East Germans as foreigners: according to the Basic Law, they auto-
matically had (West) German citizenship. The long-term effectiveness of this
position facilitated reunification, but in the short term it also led West German
governments to prop up communist rule. For example, West German authorities
provided “welcome money” to help East German tourists finance their visits to
the Federal Republic, relieving the GDR of the need to finance those trips. Most
problematic was the West German willingness to purchase the freedom of East
German political prisoners. Ransoming them back certainly rescued innocents
from political reprisal, but the practice stood in stark contradiction to West
German cthical argumentation and financial interests. After all, trading people
for money legitimated a form of human trafficking, was highly remunerative for
the GDR, and encouraged communist officials to regard their own citizens not
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as people but rather as a revenue stream. Unsurprisingly, both German states
sought to conceal this trade from their citizens.®

For many East Germans, this sordid tug-of-war between SED and West Ger-
man clites tarnished both sides’ ideological claims. But even in this sense, West
Germany functioned for East Germans like a foghorn in the mist. SED mem-
bers heard the call of the West as a siren’s song and shut their ears for fear their
existential foes might lure them onto the shoals of the counterrevolution. For
most East Germans, however, the ring of West German liberalism sounded tan-
talizingly close yet impossibly far, which allowed the Federal Republic to figure
as a standing criticism of socialist shortcomings, the enticing if elusive inverse
of “real-existing socialism.” Even though most East Germans recognized that
West German television broadcasts reflected aspirational rather than realistic
depictions of capitalist prosperity, they nevertheless watched Western television
shows enthusiastically—and the advertisements for West German products that
accompanied them.”” Accordingly, the elective affinity for things West German
was expressed most concretely in the popular demand for capitalist consumer
goods, which were sought after not simply because they were often superior in
quality to socialist products, but also because they referred to a faraway world
of supposed cthical and economic plenty.

It stands to reason, then, that East Germans in 1990 wanted to finalize the
currency reform of 1948 and have the DM come to them, rather than experiment
with a kinder, more gentle socialism. Perhaps they believed, as West German
policymakers did, in a second economic miracle— Chancellor Helmut Kohl’s
“fourishing landscapes.” Perhaps they thought the DM itself would bring with
it that fabled world of political freedom and economic bounty. Unfortunately,
the reality of reunification has been less melodious and more mundane than the
music that once floated across the wall. But then, fables are just that, and the
Cold War produced alot of them. Today, when the drumbeat of nativist voices
is demanding the construction of higher walls to international trade, bigger bar-
riers to the movement of people and ideas across borders, and the dissolution of
global institutions, it is helpful to recall that the binary logic that maintained the
division of Germany was eventually undermined by non-binary forces, whether
it was the cascade of rivers, the rushing of the wind, the flow of information, the

sound of music, or the defiance of ordinary people.
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“Saboteurs” or “Activists’”?
West German Workers in the GDR, 1949-61

PETER E. FARLER

When the German Democratic Republic (GDR) sealed its borders with West Germany at the
end of May 1952, not only did regular border traffic come to a halt, but the regulation of cross-
border workers also changed. Surprisingly, East German authorities allowed approximately 200
Bavarian skilled workers to resume their traditional occupation of slate mining in the southern
region of Thuringia under what was called the Lebestener Vereinbarung. These workers contin-
ued their mining operations at the Volkseigener Betrieb (VEB—publicly owned enterprise)
Schiefergruben Lehesten until September 1961, when construction of the Berlin Wall made
their work impossible. The article examines the political reasoning leading to the suspension of
West Germans traveling to the GDR to mine slate, which preoccupied East German officials
at the highest levels, and frames the GDR’s decision in terms of German-German politics. The
article highlights the classic conflict between party ideologues and economic pragmatists that
characterized the socialist system of rule. In the end, however, the ambitions of both groups

were circumscribed by the GDR's difficult economic situation.

On May 27, 1952, the German Democratic Republic (GDR) instituted a “new
border regime” on the demarcation line. Characterized by barbed-wire fenc-
ing, restricted zones, and close monitoring by armed guards, it intensified the
divide between the two Germanys and created an insuperable barrier for thou-
sands of cross-border commuters. From that May day onward, farmers cast and
west of the line were prohibited from cultivating their fields on the other side.
Commuters lost their jobs in the lignite mining district near Helmstedt, while
the East German Harbke power station had to generate electricity for mining
operations without its West German workforce. These measures were a reac-
tion to the signing of the Bonn Convention (Deutschlandvertrag) the previous
day and were intended to systematically isolate the GDR from West Germa-
ny. Indeed, after May 1952, interzonal—or more precisely, intersectoral—

commuters were still to be found only in Berlin, where a cross-border labor



market existed between the western and eastern sectors of the city and, to a
lesser extent, between West Berlin and the surrounding area.”

Yet the issue of Neues Deutschland for December 8, 1955, featured an article
bearing the rather surprising headline “Bavarian Workers Wear the Activist Pin.”
It stated that “117 skilled workers from Upper Franconia [. . .] have been leaving
their villages in the Franconian Forest every morning since January 1955 to make
the frequently arduous journey of 18-odd kilometers to perform their daily work
in the slate mines of Thuringia.”® Fourteen of them, the article said, had been
named “Activists of the Five-Year Plan” in recognition of their exemplary output
at Volkscigener Betricb (VEB—publicly owned enterprise) Thiiringische Schief-
ergruben Lehesten. Furthermore, this unique case of cross-border commuting
had allegedly been made possible by an agreement between representatives of the
West German government and the GDR, reached after prolonged negotiations.*

The article did not, however, indicate why the Thuringian slate mines used
Bavarian rather than local skilled workers. Moreover, there was no reference to
any previous employment of the Bavarians by the company, on which the agree-
ment might have been based. The article did not explain either why the GDR
chose the beginning of 1955, of all times, to selectively revoke its “border security
measures” of May 1952 and, at least at the regional level, to allow a rapprochement
between the two German states. Can this move be interpreted as an indicator
of a post-Stalinist thaw in Deutschlandpolitik (policy regarding the division of
Germany), and as proof of the theory that the history of the inner-German bor-
der was like a “thermometer of the Cold War,”® which traced the fluctuations in
the political temperature of the conflict? Or was it rather the case that the GDR
was facing an almost irresolvable economic predicament characterized by labor
shortages, production shortfalls, and resulting supply problems? And had this
situation in fact forced the country to revise some elements of its general policy
of isolation and to accept cooperation with West Germany? Moreover, the ques-
tion of who had actually signed that agreement, given the federal government’s
policy of strict refusal to recognize the GDR, and hence an issue with weighty
implications for Deutschlandpolitik, remains open. However, the assertion that
the signatories were in fact government representatives of the two countries
would seem at first glance to be wishful thinking on the East Germans’ part and
hence virtually out of the question.

Even this brief list of questions, ensuing from the extraordinarily sketchy and
problematic nature of the Newes Deutschland article, suggests that a case study of
cross-border labor relations on the inner-German demarcation line would raise
many interesting aspects. Research into the topic appears all the more illuminat-
ing as the relationship constituted a specific form of East-West German contact.
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The underlying accord, the “Agreement Concerning the Employment of Skilled
Workers in Thuringian Slate Mines” (Lehestener Vereinbarung, Lehesten Agree-
ment) of January 27, 1955, represented the only contractual arrangement of this
kind outside the Berlin Accord (Berliner Abkommen) of September 20, 1951.°

In the following discussion, previously unexplored sources will be used to
shed light on the political and economic factors behind the employment of
Bavarian skilled workers in the slate mines of southern Thuringia between 1945
and 1961. The main research questions are: Which entities were involved in the
decision-making process? What specific objectives did they pursue, and to what
degree did they succeed? At the same time, it should be remembered that both
the objectives of the entities involved and their respective ability to get things
done could vary considerably depending on the political and economic climate.

The research focuses on power relations and internal processes in the GDR,
since far more entities with disparate interests were involved there than in the
Federal Republic, where the interests of the regional, state, and federal authorities
largely coincided. In addition, intergovernmental aspects of Deutschlandpolitik
will be considered.”

To date, quite a range of disciplines have explored the wide variety of ways
in which Germany’s partition affected the border zone. Economists, transpor-
tation experts, and economic geographers have studied primarily economic and
infrastructural dislocations,® while historians have devoted increased attention
to the topic since the reunification of Germany in 1990, especially in studies of
local and regional history.” The case to be analyzed here—cross-border labor
relations in the Kronach—Saalfeld area—has, however, thus far been neither
described nor interpreted historically in a broader context. Instead, the avail-
able literature contains misleading statements that obscure the significance of
the course events took.!

The Partition of Germany and Its Effects on Slate Mining in
Southern Thuringia near Lehesten and Probstzella, 1945-49

The demarcation line between the US and Soviet occupation zones took cf-
fect when the US Army withdrew from Thuringia and western Saxony during
the night of July 1 and ecarly morning of July 2, 1945. The resulting closure of
the border dealt a particularly heavy blow to Upper Franconia and southern
Thuringia, since the two regions had previously cultivated close and long-
standing economic, political, and denominational ties.”

The economic links of interest in this case study existed at several levels. The

infrastructure, specifically the main highways and rail lines, ran north—south,
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connecting the Leipzig industrial area with Franconia, and in particular linking
the area south of Saalfeld with Kronach District.”® This had enabled complex
economic relations to develop,' first and foremost the exchange of a wide range
of commodities across the Bavarian-Thuringian border. For example, Bavaria
acquired local raw materials such as kaolin and slate from Thuringia, and in turn
delivered primarily consumer goods and durables. Economic ties were especially
close in the textile sector, where cross-border collaboration took place at various
stages of production.”

In addition to the joint markets for goods, there was also a cross-border labor
market. Because agricultural production in Upper Franconia was at the minimum
subsistence level, the population sought additional income elsewhere, including
in the glass, porcelain, and slate factories of southern Thuringia. Since the mid-
nineteenth century, Bavarian slate miners had worked in the southern Thuringian
slate mines, which were among the major regional employers."

As a result of the division of Germany in 1945, Upper Franconia was largely
cut off from the industrial region of Central Germany, and it lost access to con-
veniently located important raw materials such as lignite, kaolin, and slate, and
instead was forced to accept an increase in freight costs of up to 147 percent.”
Moreover, the region now found itself on the periphery in terms of transpor-
tation infrastructure, which weakened its status as an economic location.”® All
these factors resulted in high unemployment, which rose from roughly 9 to 18
percent during the 1948-50 period, well over the West German average.”

The negative economic consequences of Germany’s division also affected
slate mining in southern Thuringia, which has the largest deposits of clay slate
in Europe.” The center of Thuringia’s slate mining industry is the “German slate
city” of Lehesten, which has Europe’s largest quarry, or open-pit slate mine.”
Other significant slate mines are located in the neighboring villages of Schmie-
debach and Réttersdorf, and slightly north of Lehesten near Probstzella. The
“blue gold,” as slate is popularly known, had helped the region attain a level
of prosperity that easily surpassed the standard of living in neighboring areas.
Mining of roofing and wall slate, which accounted for the largest segment—8o
percent—of the slate product range, was a major line of business in the region
before the war and provided jobs for approximately 2,300 workers.” The Steinach
mines, located to the Northwest, dominated the world market for pencil slate
until 1914, when Portuguese competitors began to play an increasing role.” A
sad low-point in the history of Thuringia’s slate mines in the Lehesten area was
the opening of the “Laura” subcamp, a branch of the Buchenwald concentration

camp, in Schmiedebach, a district of Lehesten. During World War II, approxi-
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mately 1,200 prisoners worked in the tunnels of the slate mine producing oxygen
for testing the V2 rocket engines.*

As of July 1945, the ban on cross-border commuter traffic deprived the slate
mines in Lehesten, Schmiedebach, Réttersdorf, and Probstzella of the skilled
workers who lived in the neighboring Bavarian administrative district (Landkreis)
of Kronach. With their help, it had been possible in mid-June 1945 to resume
slate production for a short time, before it once again came to a standstill after
the invasion of the Red Army on July 2, 1945. Production only resumed normal
operations in August 1945. For more than twelve months, the experienced skilled
slate workers from Bavaria were prohibited from returning to their traditional
places of employment. The plant managers were keenly aware of their absence,
especially during the difficult and technically demanding mining of slate un-
derground.? Only after Directive 42 was issued by the Allied Control Council
on October 24, 1946, did occupation law provide a basis for small-scale border
traffic, including employment relationships across zonal borders.” In the period
that followed, the number of Bavarian miners employed by VEB Schiefergruben
Lehesten® continued to grow and reached a peak of 301 in 1949. With a total of
1,423 employees in the Thuringian slate industry, of whom 1,136 were production
workers, the Bavarians represented a share of more than 20 percent.”’

It can be assumed that the responsible Thuringian state authorities, as well as
the local district (Kreis) and state (Land) leadership of the Sozialistische Ein-
heitspartei Deutschlands (SED—Socialist Unity Party of Germany), favored
the employment of West German workers. Otherwise, they could have refused
the permission required by Thuringia’s Law on the Transfer of Mineral Depos-
its and Mining Operations into the People’s Hands, dated May 30, 1947, which
nationalized the slate mines.*® But because skilled workers were constantly in
short supply,” and cross-border commuters were not yet deemed to constitute
a political infiltration risk, nothing mitigated against continuing the traditional
Bavarian-Thuringian employment relationships. From the West German point of
view, high unemployment figures meant that there was likewise a great interest
in job opportunities for skilled slate workers from the Kronach administrative
district. Given that this type of border traffic was politically desirable for both
sides, including as a means of strengthening the “national idea,” there were no
difficulties at all during the 1946-48 period.

The employment of West German workers in the slate mines was not seriously
questioned until the adoption of currency reforms in June 1948. With the intro-
duction of two different nonconvertible currencies in the West German zones

and in the Soviet occupation zone (SOZ), a problem arose: How were the wages
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and social insurance contributions of the West German workers employed in
the SOZ—thus far paid in Reichsmarks—to be paid in future? Payment exclu-
sively in ostmarks was impossible, if for no other reason than that the Bavarian
miners would hardly have accepted wages paid in East German currency, since
these would not have enabled them to make a living in the Federal Republic.®?
Therefore, a trading agreement was concluded whereby VEB Schiefergruben Le-
hesten would deliver predetermined quotas of roofing and wall slate to the Paul
Meyer trading firm, based in Coburg. The firm, in turn, would use the revenue
from sales in the West German occupation zones to pay the workers’ wages and
social insurance in deutsche marks.*

However, the interruption to inner-German trade from June 1948 to May
1949, a consequence of the Berlin Blockade, endangered this practical way of
dealing with the monetary problem.* From then on, the interzonal deliveries
of slate to the Paul Meyer company could, in principle, be prohibited at short
notice. Thus, on March 12, 1949, the Lehesten plant manager anxiously warned
the mayor of the town of Reichenbach in Upper Franconia that the West Ger-
man authorities were considering banning the slate exports. If this happened,
132 skilled workers from Reichenbach alone would have to be dismissed, because
it would no longer be possible to pay them in deutsche marks. Surely, the man-
ager stated, this would mean a serious economic setback for the slate plant, but
doubtless for the town of Reichenbach as well, which could not guarantee that
the affected workers would find jobs commensurate with their qualifications.
Morecover, the measure would depress the entire economic area still further, to
the detriment of those on both sides of the border. The manager’s letter closed
with a request that the mayor intervene with the appropriate authorities.® It
must be assumed that the local and regional office-holders in the Kronach ad-
ministrative district, in view of the high unemployment and the structurally de-
termined economic disadvantages for their region, did their utmost to preserve
the job opportunities in the slate mines of Thuringia. In fact, they succeeded in
continuing the monthly slate deliveries as payment equivalents even during the
period of languishing trade between the zones. The Bavarian workers were thus
able to commute across the border to Thuringia throughout the first Berlin crisis.

The Coburg Special Agreement of January 24, 1950

Economic contacts between the occupation zones were restored to a reliable
political footing only after the signing of the so-called Jessup-Malik Agreement
on May 4, 1949. Then, on October 8 of that year, the Frankfurt Agreement

(Frankfurter Abkommen) created a new legal basis for interzonal trade between
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the two newly founded German states.’® Given that Germany’s dual statchood
was now a fait accompli, it followed that other types of inner-German cooper-
ation would likewise require legal documents. In line with this, representatives
of Thuringia’s state government and the Bavarian Ministry of Economic Affairs
signed the so-called Coburg Special Agreement (Coburger Sonderabkommen)”
in the eponymous Upper Franconian city on January 24, 1950, thus for the first
time making contractual provisions for the continued employment of approxi-
mately 300 West German skilled workers in the slate mines near Lehesten and
Probstzella on East German territory. They were entitled to the same wages as
their Thuringian fellow workers, although their compensation, including the
non-wage labor costs, was to be paid exclusively in West German marks. Be-
cause the employer, VEB Thiiringische Schiefergruben Lehesten, lacked access
to the West German currency required to do this, the problem was overcome
by “following previous practice” and using the sales revenue from a monthly
delivery of 250 metric tons of roofing and wall slate to the Federal Republic at
the current market price. These earmarked deliveries of goods did not count
among the goods quotas stipulated by the Frankfurt Agreement, and therefore
they were not reflected in the inner-German balance of trade. At the express
request of Vereinigung Volkseigener Betriebe (VVB—Association of State-
Owned Enterprises) Mineral und Erz,*® the exclusive right to sell the slate in
West Germany was assigned to the Coburg-based Paul Meyer company. The
Free State of Bavaria undertook to issue the requisite pro forma payment au-
thorizations for the slate punctually, while the Thuringian state would provide
the necessary accompanying documents and ensure trouble-free clearance at
the border. As agreed, the slate transports passed through the official border
checkpoint at Probstzella-Ludwigstadt, and also through the unofficial bor-
der railroad station at Steinbach am Wald, built exclusively for this purpose. If
contractual conditions changed substantially, particularly with respect to the
number of employees or the market prices for roofing and wall slate, new ne-
gotiations were envisaged. The negotiating parties stipulated that the Coburg
Special Agreement would only last until March 31, 1951.%

The fact that what had previously been a customary law practice was now
laid down in writing demonstrates that the Free State of Bavaria and the State
of Thuringia had to take into account the fundamentally changing framework
of Deutschlandpolitik since 1948 in order to protect their regional economic in-
terests. The currency reforms and the interruption of interzone trade had already
made it clear in summer 1948 that the cross-border employment relationships
were fragile. For this reason, the establishment of two German states in 1949

necessitated a legally clear set of rules.
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In terms of Deutschlandpolitik, labeling the contractual framework a “special
agreement” (Sonderabkommen) was a politically explosive move, since an A46-
kommen potentially has a constitutional dimension as well. As is well known,
the GDR repeatedly attempted through such contractual channels to acquire
the status of a recognized subject of international law.** The conclusion of the
Frankfurt Agreement one day after the establishment of the GDR had already
caused Konrad Adenauer great concern.” The Munich State Chancellery had
probably already been aware that signing the Coburg Special Agreement could
imply de facto recognition of the GDR. Because a contractual arrangement
entered into at substate level is usually termed a Vereinbarung (an agreement)
or, even more vaguely, an Abmachung (an understanding), the Bavarian state
government, in an official letter dated March 27, 1950, approved the terms of
the Coburg Special Agreement, but now began referring to it as the “Coburg
Understandings” (Coburger Abmachungen).”* In contrast, the Thuringian state
government and later on the Berlin Ministerium fiir Auflenhandel und Inner-
deutschen Handel (MAI—Ministry for Foreign Trade and Inner-German Trade)
insisted on the official version and stood by the term Sonderabkommen.*® Fun-
damentally, however, it may be said that this was of only minor significance for
the recognition issue, since the Coburg Special Agreement was entered into at
federal state level rather than national level.

Disputes in the GDR over the Coburg Special Agreement, 1950-54

At least for 1950 and 1951, the Coburg Special Agreement proved to be a sol-
id and practical legal agreement. The total number of Bavarian skilled slate
workers in Thuringia’s slate mines leveled off at 225.* Depending on the mine,
the Bavarians represented between 35 and so percent of the skilled workforce,
while they even accounted for as much as 66 percent of those in key production
work, as slate splitters.” They played an important role within the company,
because final production was largely within their area of expertise.* Moreover,
by participating in the in-house training of apprentices, they ensured that valu-
able technical skills would be passed on to the next generation.*’

For these reasons, the company managers were interested in a renewal of the
Coburg Special Agreement. As neither the SED leadership nor the GDR gov-
ernment nor the Thuringian state government raised objections to the Coburg
Special Agreement, delegations from Bavaria and Thuringia met on April 27,
1951, to negotiate the terms for an extension.* The most important new feature
agreed upon was that henceforth only the base wages would be paid in West

German currency, whereas additional pay, bonuses, special benefits, and sick pay
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would be paid in East German currency. This arrangement was effective until
December 31, 1951, and when it expired was to be automatically extended for
one year, unless objections were raised.*” Somewhat surprisingly, however, in the
course of 1951 the SED leadership and the government in East Berlin changed
their opinion of the Coburg Special Agreement. Heated arguments arose, mo-
tivated by economic and Deusschlandpolitik considerations.

The main objection of an economic nature was that signiﬁcant amounts of
West German marks were required to pay the Bavarians. In May 1950 the wages
and non-wage labor costs that the state-owned slate quarries at Lehesten and
the nearby slate plant in Rottersdorf incurred for 169 West German workers to-
taled approximately 28,800 West German marks per month.* Projected for the
total number of 225 West German employees, this meant that just under halfa
million West German marks had to be generated each year. While the monthly
delivery of 250 metric tons of roofing and wall slate to the Federal Republic of
Germany (FRG) guaranteed this financing, this also meant that 18 percent of
the annual production of high-quality roofing and wall slate had to be set aside
for this purpose.”

The SED leadership and the government in East Berlin tried hard to mini-
mize the volume of West German marks being paid out, both against the will of
the plant management and in opposition to the partially dissenting Thuringian
state government. Basically two strategies were conceivable at that point: either
compensate the West German workers wholly or partially in East German marks,
or gradually replace the West German workers with an East German workforce.
Both strategies would turn out to be problematic.

On May 28, 1951, the Secretariat of the SED Central Committee (CC) ordered
the payment of West German marks to the Bavarian miners to ccase immediate-
ly5* Its directive proved to be poorly thought through, however, as it constituted
an unjustifiable breach of the agreement. Moreover, it was a violation that the
GDR could not afford, in view of the acute crisis in economic relations with the
Federal Republic.”® In addition the Bavarians presumably would have immediately
failed to report for work, which would have rendered an additional objective
of the directive—an increase in the economic efficiency of the slate mines*—
completely unattainable. Interestingly the directive of the CC Secretariat was
not implemented. Ultimately the East Germans abided by the abovementioned
financial restrictions, which they had successfully persuaded the FRG represen-
tatives to accept in the negotiations on April 27, 1951. It is not clear why the CC
Secretariat’s order was not carried out. Possibly it was circumvented locally by
both the Thuringian state government and VVB Schiefer, Steinach. Regional
arbitrariness was well known to play an important role in the system of the early
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GDR, a symptom that the SED leadership sought to eliminate by abolishing the
GDR's federal states (Linder) in 1952 and centralizing the apparatus of state.

The other pathway to a decrease in the West German marks being paid out—a
reduction in the number of Bavarian workers and their replacement by local
miners, as planned by the SED leadership and the Ministry of Heavy Industry”™—
proved to be hardly practicable. The first endeavors of this kind date from 1949.
At that time the management of VVB Mineral und Erz, together with the state
government of Thuringia, had decided, as a first step and for foreign exchange
reasons, to lay off approximately fifty Bavarian workers engaged in ancillary
activities who were thus technically nonessential ¢ Yet even replacing this low-
skilled section of the workforce with Thuringians from the employment offices
in the surrounding districts proved to be extremely difficult. The labor market
in the local administrative districts of Saalfeld and Lobenstein had almost no
available capacity, owing to the workforce requirements of the Maxhiitte steel
plant in Unterwellenborn and the spun-rayon factory in Schwarza.” The situa-
tion was aggravated by the physically demanding and hazardous nature of slate
mining, which deterred many potential employees from engaging in this work.
Furthermore, the acute housing shortage in Lehesten made it difficult for out-
of-towners to find accommodation there.>®

If the labor force problem was already insoluble in 1949, it would become
increasingly dire in the years that followed. The additional labor demand in the
Thuringian slate mines was estimated to be 600 to 800 workers for 1950. This
reflected, in part, a desire to limit the production backlog of 1,500 metric tons at
midyear to 2,000 metric tons by the end of 1950.? Furthermore, approximately
225 additional workers would have arrived in 1951 as replacements for the Ba-
varian miners. The CC Secretariat’s idea that the personnel shortage could be
avoided by means of targeted workforce management within the GDR there-
fore disregarded the reality of the regional labor market.

It was evident that, in the short term, it would be impossible to recruit a suf-
ficient number of replacements for the well-trained skilled workers. Given this
circumstance and the roughly 15 percent increase in the production plan—to
20,250 metric tons of roofing and wall slate for the year 1951—the enterprises
in question realized carly on that the production target stipulated by the plan
could not be reached without the Bavarian core workforce.®' Thus VVB Schiefer,
Steinach, urgently requested that these skilled workers be retained, presenting
business and economic arguments alongside political and ideological ones in
support of this demand. The employment of Bavarian skilled workers, it alleged,
offered two advantages: first, they produced valuable roofing and wall slate, ur-
gently needed in the GDR; second, they were paid in the Federal Republic with
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allocations of pencil slate, which was hardly in demand in the GDR, in contrast
to the FRG.® Furthermore, the management emphasized the progressive political
outlook of the Bavarians, many of whom belonged to the Kommunistische Partei
Deutschlands (KPD—German Communist Party). Their political loyalty to
socialism was allegedly also apparent in their support of the World Peace Coun-
cil’s campaign for a ban on atomic weapons, as 180 miners from West Germany
had signed the council’s petition for that purpose. Furthermore, it was argued,
they expressed their inner solidarity with the GDR through their outstanding
performance on the job. Their work efficiency was illustrated by the fact that,
for every three metric tons of roofing and wall slate produced, only one metric
ton had to be delivered to the Meyer firm as a payment equivalent, while two
metric tons was available for the foreign or domestic market. On the basis of their
performance, the company stated, the West German workers already included
twenty to twenty-five people who had been awarded the status of activists and
fifty who had earned the title “best worker” (Bestarbeiter).©

In summary the 1951 conflict over economic policy can be outlined as follows:
the central party and government authorities®* demanded a prompt dismissal of
the West German workers, based on fundamental currency policy considerations,
whereas the Thuringian state government and enterprises, with an eye to their
production targets and actual production figures, fought to retain them. The
regional entities, however, failed to produce convincing proof that employment
of the Bavarians resulted in higher production and hence in an improvement in
East Germany’s trade balance with the FRG. Whether ignorance or ideologically
motivated wishful thinking kept the party leaders from following the convine-
ing reasoning of the enterprise, or whether the leaders, carly on, were already
favoring a course of division with respect to Deutschlandpolitik, cannot be fully
clarified at present. What is certain, however, is that a compromise was taking
shape that would pave the way for a core group of Thuringian skilled workers
to be trained, thus allowing the share of West German workers to be gradually
reduced to zero by the mid-1950s.> The intermediate goal was a reduction in
the number of West German workers to eighty essential specialists by June 30,
1952.° This enabled the Thuringian Ministry of Economic Affairs on November
15, 1951, to approve the continued employment of 224 skilled slate workers until
March 31, 1952, as requested by VVB Schiefer, Steinach.”

In addition to economic policy, the Coburg Special Agreement increasingly
affected the SED leadership’s Deutschlandpolitik, which advocated a closed bor-
der and political orientation toward the Soviet Union.®® A major component of
this strategy was a gradual curtailing of inner-German tourist traffic, including
local cross-border traffic along the demarcation line.
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A tightening of the GDR’s entry regulations for West Germans had already
taken effect in 1950, and on July 28, 1951, the CC Secretariat resolved to pro-
hibit all cross-border employment relationships in Saxony-Anhalt.” Naturally
the Coburg Special Agreement, as well as the inevitable close contacts between
West and East Germans it entailed, was at odds with the closed-border policy.
A course of action presented itself in fall 1951. Owing to adverse weather and
poor road conditions, it had been customary since the late 1940s for the Ba-
varian skilled slate workers to spend winter weeknights with fellow workers in
the GDR and to return to their home villages across the border in Upper Fran-
conia only on the weekends.” In the winter of 1950/51, in response to a press
campaign, even SED offices and mass organizations had agreed to sponsor the
miners and secure accommodation for them,” an arrangement that the border
police tacitly tolerated.”

On October 17, 1951, in accordance with previous practice, the management
of the Schiefergrube Schmiedebach asked the local district office of the East
German police (Volkspolizei) in Saalfeld to permit ten specialized slate workers
from Bavaria to remain in Schmiedebach during the winter months, on account
of the anticipated bad weather conditions.” In an initial response on October
20, the office rejected this request on the grounds that it would violate the new
provisions of July 1951 with respect to local cross-border traffic.”” Nevertheless,
given that this risked the enterprise failing to fulfill the production target stip-
ulated by the plan, the regional police department found the matter important
enough to ensure that it had the support of its superior authority in Weimar.”®
However, even the latter felt unable to assume responsibility for the matter, so
on October 25 it appealed to the Main Administration of the German People’s
Police in Berlin, asking for a review of the question of where the Bavarian workers
were to be accommodated.”” Without waiting for the Berlin police authority to
reach a decision, on November 12 the Thuringian Ministry of Internal Affairs
granted permission for the Bavarians to spend winter weeknights in Thuringia.
On November 15 it directed the Thuringian police authority to take correspond-
ing measures.”® The same day the Thuringian authority forwarded the directive
to the local district office in Saalfeld, with the proviso that the workers would
have to be informally registered in Schmiedebach and would not be allowed to
leave the town.”

What had been allowed on a small scale in Schmiedebach was also to be
made possible for the other 200 Bavarian skilled workers in the slate mines of
Lehesten, Rottersdorf, and Probstzella. But the agency in charge in Berlin, the
East German State Secretariat for the Chemical, Mineral, and Soil Industries
(Staatssckretariat Chemie, Steine und Erden), with an eye to the general party
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line regarding Deutschlandpolitik, could not contemplate such a step, and it
promptly intervened in the matter. On December s, 1951, it denied the request
and also revoked the approval already granted by the Thuringian state govern-
ment for the Schmiedebach slate mine.® The negative decision then made its
way down through the police authorities in Berlin, Weimar, and Saalfeld,® and
reached the enterprise’s management, union, and employees on December 17.% In
defiance of the prohibition, the plant manager of VEB Schiefergruben Lehesten
allowed the Bavarian miners to spend the night in rooms on the premises, which
constituted a grave affront vis-3-vis the police authorities and the government.
When on January 4, 1952, the border police “summoned” him on account of
this high-handedness—in reality, the summons was an “arrest”—the miners
spontancously downed tools and demanded his immediate release. The same day
the Thuringian executive committee of the Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund
(FDGB—Free German Trade Union Organization) intervened in the matter
and sent an official letter to the Thuringian minister of the interior, expressly
advocating that the Bavarian miners remain in the Lehesten slate quarries and
continue to be allowed to stay overnight in rooms on the premises. The letter
closed with the threatening information that the incident had already been re-
ported to the federal executive committee of the FDGB in Berlin.®

The swift reaction of the workforce and the FDGB's state-level executive com-
mittee proved to be effective. The very next day the border police released the
plant manager, and the spontancous strike ended just as spontancously as it had
begun.® In a meeting on January 7, 1952, arranged by Thuringia’s minister of the
interior, the Thuringian state government and the leadership of the Thuringian
branch of the FDGB agreed to ensure that the West Germans could continue
working in the slate mines for the time being. Meanwhile the border police also
let it be known that they did not regard the West German workers as a political
or security risk.”” Finally, the Thuringian minister of the interior assumed po-
litical responsibility and, without consulting Berlin, issued the overnight-stay
permits.® The continued validity of the Coburg Special Agreement was thus
ensured for the time being.

At the end of March 1952, however, when it was foreseeable that West Ger-
many’s integration into the Western camp could not be stopped even by Soviet
offers of unification, Stalin changed his course with respect to Deutschlandpolitik.
In conversations on April 1 and 7, he instructed Walter Ulbricht, Wilhelm Pieck,
and Otto Grotewohl to ensure that the inner-German border be closed to local
cross-border traffic.” From April 15 to 25 the Soviet Control Commission (SCC)
investigated the local district police offices with regard to their border surveil-
lance practices. In the case of the Saalfeld district office, which was responsible
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for VVB Schiefer, Steinach, the SCC complained that 182 West German work-
ers were still able to cross the border each day, even though the “occurrences in
Schmiedebach™® were well known. Furthermore, beginning in January 1952, a
directive from the inspector general of the German People’s Police, Willi Seifert,
called for the gradual confiscation of local cross-border permits. This directive
had been poorly implemented to date, the SCC said, and should be complied
with immediately.”

In early May 1952 the SCC ordered the closing of Thuringia’s border with
West Germany to permit holders, in accordance with Allied Control Council
Directive 42. The special regulations for centers of industrial activity expressly
mentioned the slate mining industry in southern Thuringia: “For the slate plant
at Lehesten, measures are to be taken to the effect that, as of May 25, 1942 [sic],
no workers from West Germany will be working [there] anymore.”” On May 27,
1952, the government of the GDR issued the “Regulation on Measures along the
Demarcation Line between the German Democratic Republic and the Western
Occupation Zones of Germany,” which was intended to prevent a “further in-
filtration of saboteurs, spies, terrorists, and subversives.” As a result the Coburg
Special Agreement was essentially finished, since the “special security measures
along the demarcation line for the protection of the German Democratic Re-
public” allowed “no exception” to be made, “including for local cross-border
traffic to the slate mines.””* From this point on the slate mines around Lehesten,
Schmiedebach, and Rottersdorf lay within the s km wide restricted zone and
were subject to especially strict surveillance.

The “unilateral termination™ of the Coburg Special Agreement had two
immediate economic consequences for the slate plants. First, they had to enter
substantial amounts of West German marks in their balance sheets as a loss,
since slate allocations that had already been delivered had yet to be paid for
by Paul Meyer. These moneys were urgently needed, given the shortage of
working capital. Only the operating division of Schiefergrube Schmiedebach
complained about the deficit of 67,000 West German marks.”® Second, VVB
Schiefer, Steinach, was faced at short notice with a loss of labor it could not make
up for, around 30 percent of the core workforce. In addition, if one factors in
the existing production backlog, the outdated machinery, and the diminishing
rock stratum,”” an economic catastrophe was looming.

Seeking a way out of the crisis, the plant managements of the individual
mines, together with government and party authorities, introduced a number
of countermeasures. These included a strategy ordered by the Politburo to de-
liberately recruit nonspecialist workers using specially assigned “promotional
brigades.”” In a further step the in-house training of apprentices was intensified.”
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Neither attempt to remedy the personnel shortage met with much success, how-
ever, and only 8o percent of the workforce quota was fulfilled in 19521 Both
the recruited workers, who proved to have insufficient “local roots,” and the
apprentices trained in-house mostly drifted away to other branches of industry
after a short employment period.*” The reasons given included tough working
conditions, health hazards, poor accommodation, and inadequate meals—in
other words, a whole array of adverse living conditions that made it extremely
unattractive to remain in the remote border region. In particular the outflow of
the apprentices—in 1953 alone, 27 percent of the trainees (53 workers) left the
operating division in Lehesten'”>—meant not only a loss of laborers, but also a
bad business investment in their training.

As a further measure to boost production, the personnel undertook extra
shifts as part of a socialist “combat program.”®® Such ideologically disguised
campaigns, initiated by the party and actually amounting to a wage decrease,
were tolerated by the workforce only up to a certain pain threshold. Especially
during the economic and political crisis of 1952—53, such a strategy harbored a
substantial amount of social dynamite. Eventually the enterprise was restructured
in a bid to get the individual slate mines to assume more responsibility for their
operations and hence to increase the efficiency of production. On August 1, 1952,
VVB Schiefer, Steinach, was dissolved, and VVB Thiiringische Schieferwerke
Schmiedebach was created in its place. The new entity combined the slate
plants in Lehesten, Rottersdorf, and Schmiedebach, which were located close
together.*

Nonetheless, despite this catalog of measures, the plant managers failed to
improve the business framework. The labor shortage could not be resolved, nor
were any investments made.'” Production targets remained unfulfilled. The
absolute output of slate decreased year after year. In 1953 only so percent of do-
mestic demand could be met. Instead of the planned 1,400 metric tons of roofing
slate, a mere 700 tons was produced, and the rising housing construction figures
strongly suggested that the supply gap would if anything grow."® The resulting
discontent in the population may also have been fueled by the fact that prime-
quality slate was reserved for export to “capitalist countries,” while only slate of
low quality was available for domestic consumption.'””

Furthermore, even in the highly important Western markets, there was a threat
of a considerable slump in market share. Even the top-priority customers from
the capitalist countries were having to tolerate longer delivery times. Despite the
good quality of the Thuringian slate, buyers were not willing to keep paying high
prices under these circumstances. According to Meyer, the company through
which the sale of slate in the Federal Republic was transacted, not only were sales
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threatening to slump at short notice, but the Thuringian slate producers were also
in danger of being permanently driven out of the market by Western competi-
tors.'” For example, in the neighboring Bavarian border area, Meyer reported,
an attempt had been made to open up new slate mines in order to provide work
for the newly unemployed skilled slate workers, and at the same time to force
the unpopular East German competitors out of the market. Furthermore, such
a development would allegedly have had a negative effect on the GDR’s trade
balance with West Germany, since slate, an “economically important earner of
foreign currency; '’ was in danger of falling by the wayside.

The consequences of the termination of the Coburg Special Agreement can
be briefly summed up as follows: The production shortfalls in the southern
Thuringian slate sector contributed to an increase in the potential for social dis-
satisfaction and a rise in the trade deficit. Both factors, in turn, essentially had a
destabilizing effect on the system, with the result that the crisis in the southern
Thuringian slate industry dovetailed with the more general crisis in the GDR
during 1952 and 1953.

In this situation, the plant management had only two ways out: compre-
hensive modernization and streamlining of production, or reinstatement of
the Bavarian skilled workers. Since it was foreseeable that the financial means
needed for essential innovations could not be raised anytime soon, the plant
managers concentrated their efforts on reemployment of the Bavarians. It is
surely no coincidence that the initiative for reactivation of the Coburg Special
Agreement came about shortly after the uprising of June 17, 1953, and the asso-
ciated course correction in the SED’s economic policy. Subsequently the party
and the government attached greater importance to aspects of supply in a bid
to retain power. Now misgivings concerning Deutschlandpolitik and security
policy could be more easily overcome.

On September 30, 1953, presumably in consultation with VVB Thiiringische
Schieferwerke Schmiedebach, the Mining Industry Section of the German Do-
mestic and Foreign Trade Department (Deutscher Innen- und AufSenhandel
Bergbau) appealed to the MAI, which had responsibility for this organization.
Once again, the trade department presented arguments in favor of rehiring the
West Germans to work in the slate mines.™® It chose this approach because the
only plausible channel of communication available to the MAI for negotiations
with West German representatives in this matter was the inner-German eco-
nomic dialogue. The trade department’s line of argument proved to be fruitful,
especially since the ministry itself had been criticized by the party for the unfa-
vorable trends in the foreign trade balance and the supply situation since 1952.
The MAT’s internal considerations centered on the following points:

36 GYCH - VOL. 9



1. The reemployment of the Bavarian skilled slate workers was expected
to bring about a 40 percent increase in the production of roofing, wall,
and pencil slate, as well as slate slabs."! In this way it would be possi-
ble to counteract the impending market-share losses in West Germany

caused by inadequate delivery capacity and hence to improve the bal-
ance of trade in the GDR’s favor.?

2. The anticipated surge in production would make it easier to meet the

domestic demand for slate and thus to prevent social discontent."®

3. The greater utilization of production capacity originally intended to
supply the global market would bring about an urgently required in-
crease in the efficiency of the enterprise’s operations.™

4. The “poaching” of Bavarian skilled workers could delay the establish-
ment of competing slate mines in Upper Franconia and, in the long
term, strengthen the market position of the Thuringian mines. In addi-
tion to this important trade aspect, there was also a significant politi-
cal issue. Hiring West German workers from the area adjacent to the
restricted zone was deemed to strengthen the standing of the GDR and
could be put to excellent use as propaganda.

Based on this line of argument, in 1954 the MAI intensified its efforts to re-
employ the Bavarian skilled slate workers."® The East German government
began to move toward a decision during the summer. The Ministry of the Inte-
rior gave its consent on July 16,7 and the Ministry of Heavy Industry officially
approached the MATI on July 28, asking that the sole channel for dialogue with
the West German government be used to initiate talks on a resumption of the
Coburg Special Agreement."® That month the MAI and the State Planning
Commission agreed on the baselines for conducting negotiations with the
FRG.W

The Lehestener Vereinbarung of January 27, 1955

On the sidelines of a routine session of the inner-German trade talks on Au-
gust 8, 1954, the MAT’s representative, Erich Freund, brought up the issue of a
possible resumption of the Coburg Special Agreement in an unofficial conver-
sation with Kurt Leopold, the head of the Treuhandstelle fiir den Interzonen-
handel (TSI—Trust Authority for Interzonal Trade).”® The topic was quite
a sensitive one for the GDR, since it would involve a loss of face. After all, it
had unilaterally terminated the agreement just two years previously, and it now
ran the risk that its request would be interpreted as an admission of economic
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weakness in the light of June 17, 1953. Nonetheless, Freund decided to test the
waters as the MAI had found itself in a tight spot with respect to trade pol-
icy. In the negotiations over inner-German trade, the MAI had insisted that
substantial quotas of slate deliveries be included in the lists of commodities,
despite West German opposition. If the GDR now proved unable to fulfill its
self-imposed obligations because of insufficient output, this would negatively
affect its future negotiating position.””!

After all, several indicators pointed to an affirmative response by the West
German delegation. First, this position would be in the economic interests of
local, regional, state, and federal authorities, because the effects of the GDR’s
“border security measures” had entailed substantial economic losses for the arca
of the Federal Republic adjoining the GDR."?* Upper Franconia was especially
hard hit by the blocking measures, and the regional labor market had suffered
a structural employment crisis.” The administrative districts of Kronach and
Coburg were threatening to sink into poverty, which was disastrous given that
politically these two districts were intended to showcase life in the Federal Re-
public for the GDR to view.** A border zone scheme initiated by the West
German government contained provisions to support the reemployment of the
skilled slate workers of the Kronach district to the tune of DM 500,000. At-
tempts to establish new slate mines ultimately proved unsuccessful, however,””
and the problem of the unemployed skilled slate workers remained unsolved.

Second, a request on December 3, 1953, from the Paul Meyer company to the
Chamber for Foreign Trade (Kammer fiir Auffenhandel) in Berlin had made
the MAI aware that the Bavarian slate miners would rather work in the well-
developed Thuringian slate mines than in the new Bavarian mines, where the
condition of the rock stratum and hence the projected financial yield were un-
clear.” Third, this assertion was confirmed by letters that the Thuringian miners
had received from their Bavarian colleagues.”” Fourth, lower-level talks about
this issue with the Bavarian side in May 1954 had made the East Germans addi-
tionally aware that all sides in the Federal Republic supported a resumption of
the Coburg Special Agreement.”®

The MAI could thus assume with some degree of certainty that the TSI
would not decline a request to renew the agreement. Previous experience also
indicated that the West German side generally took a very cautious approach
to inner-German economic relations, both in the media and politically. Thus
the risk of a public loss of face would probably be very small.

After Freund had gained the impression in his private talk with Leopold that
West Germany was actually interested in a resumption of the Coburg Special
Agreement, he added the item to the official agenda and proposed that negotia-
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tions begin on September 1, 1954." The formation of a special commission was
quickly agreed upon.*® The following sessions were characterized by bilateral
constructive efforts to solve the problem. When it became apparent that a new
agreement would not be ready to sign by the planned start of work on January
3, 1955, an unbureaucratic interim solution was agreed on December 24, 195 4.
In the first few weeks, the workers’ pay would be advanced by Paul Meyer in
Coburgor covered by the TSI with preapproved purchasing authorization. The
first freight cars carrying slate would already be on standby and would be per-
mitted to cross the border without purchasing authorization, an unusual step
in strictly regulated GDR-FRG trade.”

Ultimately, on January 27, 1955, the negotiations produced the “Agreement
Concerning the Employment of Skilled Workers in Thuringian Slate Mines”
(Lebestener Vereinbarung, Lehesten Agreement),”? which built on the basic
provisions of the Coburg Special Agreement of January 24, 1950. It was agreed
that 150 Bavarian skilled slate workers could resume their work in the slate mines
at Lehesten and Probstzella. The performance-linked basic wage would be paid
in West German marks, while all other special bonuses could be redeemed as
vouchers, issued in East German marks, in state-owned stores (HO-Ldiden).
The agreement was retroactively effective as of January 1, 1955, and was to end
on June 30, 1956. It could also be terminated at the end of each quarter if three
months’ notice were given.'

The GDR sought to allow the West German workers in Thuringia as little
leeway as possible, however, by introducing a number of contractual restrictions.
They were obligated to keep to very specific travel routes and were forbidden
to bring private cars or West German marks into the GDR.** The GDR thus
sought to retain control over the cross-border workers and to keep their contact
with the local population to a minimum.” At the urging of VEB Schiefergruben
Lehesten, a regular bus service to the Lehesten slate quarry was arranged for the
West Germans, beginning in November 1955.¢ In terms of political propaganda,
this accommodative service was intended to provide evidence of the worker-
friendly state of affairs in the GDR. At the same time, it resolved the previous
problem of accommodating the Bavarians in Thuringia during the winter months.

Like the Coburg Special Agreement, the Lehesten Agreement was concluded
through a series of letters,”” as was the customary practice in inner-German agree-
ments of a technical nature. The Lehesten Agreement was explicitly excluded
from the 1951 Berlin Accord, even though the financial transactions were routed
through the Deutsche Notenbank and Bank Deutscher Lander accounts that
had been set up for the purposes of the Berlin Accord.®® In the public notices
issued by the Federal Ministry of Economics regarding the lists of goods for
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interzonal trade, the invitation to tender for slate always expressly stated that
purchasing authorization for this item would be issued only in the context of
the Lehesten Agreement.™

One significant difference from the 1950 Coburg Special Agreement should
be noted: the delegations on both sides were no longer at the federal state level
but instead at central government level* There are two possible reasons for
this change that shed a revealing light on the centralization processes taking

place in the GDR at that time, as well as the framework for Deusschlandpolitik:

1. Since the system of federal states had been abolished (and Thuringia
hence dissolved as an administrative entity) in 1952, the GDR could
no longer negotiate the Lehesten Agreement at the state level. In the
new administrative structure, the successor authority was the district
(Bezirk) headed by the district council. But the Bezirk did not have any-
thing approaching the responsibilities and powers of the former state
government and was hence only marginally involved in the negotiation

of the Lehesten Agreement.

2. There is no doubt that negotiating with West German governmental
authorities to reach agreements was consistent with the GDR’s polit-
ical strategy concerning relations with the Federal Republic. After all,
the East Germans hoped that negotiating at this level might result in a
gradual upgrading of their own status under international law. Presum-
ably even if the East German federal states had continued to exist, the

GDR would have insisted communication take place between the TSI

and the MAL

Like the Coburg Special Agreement, the Lehesten Agreement proved success-
ful. In the period that followed, initially 30 and later 117 Bavarian skilled slate
workers began working in the Lehesten slate mines. The teamwork with lo-
cal colleagues ran smoothly, and the Bavarians treatment by the East German
border police was also unproblematic.' The West German workers, however,
were critical of certain disagreeable working conditions, and they voiced their
concerns to the plant management and the company party organization. After
failing to receive any constructive response from their superiors, the workers
petitioned Pieck, the president of the GDR.* On November 3 and 4, 1955,

at his instigation, an “East-West Conference en miniature”®

took place in
Kronach, the Upper Franconian district administrative center. The purpose of
the conference was to bring about improvements in the social situation of the

West German workers."*4
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At the forefront of the negotiations were social security problems. Thuringia’s
health insurance funds agreed to extend their benefits to family members of the
West German workers in the Federal Republic. With respect to child benefit
(Kindergeld)—up to that point not provided to West German workers in the
GDR—an agreement was also reached to the effect that the payments would
be offset against the slate allocations. A request from the Coburg Employment
Office concerning the hiring of an additional one hundred West German work-
ers received an affirmative response from VEB Schiefergruben Lehesten. But
the West German authorities declined the slate plants’ offer to provide fifty ap-
prenticeship positions for school-leavers from Bavaria. This came as no surprise,
according to an opinion piece in Newues Deutschland, in view of the workforce
requirements for Theodor “Blank’s NATO army.”**> More likely, the refusal was
primarily politically motivated by a desire to prevent young West Germans from
being exposed to the ideological influences of East German socialism.

In spite of the reemployment of West German workers, the southern
Thuringian slate mining business failed to see any improvement. VEB
Schiefergruben Lehesten, in particular, remained a “problem child” over the
years."¢ Closing the mines was seriously discussed in 1958. The operational report
dated August 31, 1958, reveals that economic trends were “in no sense satisfactory”
and that the economic situation was “serious.” The target for production of
construction materials was met at 83.4 percent overall, and in the Lehesten
mines only 77 percent of the production target for roofing and wall slate was
achieved. At that time the production backlog amounted to 2,870 metric tons
of roofing and wall slate. The reason given was a labor shortage, with a deficit
of approximately forty workers at the Lehesten plant alone.'”

The poor business yield in turn discredited the Lehesten Agreement, which
had been concluded precisely for the purpose of increasing the meager output.
Faced with a failure to achieve the desired improvements in production, the SED
began to conduct heated debates about the “West German worker issue” during
the second half of the 1950s. Soon a relatively stable pattern of argumentation by
the participating party authorities emerged. Representatives of the Bezirk and
local district councils tended to emphasize ideological and political arguments,
questioning the West German workers’ political reliability and attributing the
cconomic difficulties to insufficient or incorrect political awareness on the part
of the plant management and workforce. Representatives of the enterprise’s party
organization, by contrast, emphasized the technical and economic constraints
and underlined the Bavarians’ reliability and loyalty to their employer.

Early on, the SED local district leadership in Lobenstein criticized glaring
deficiencies in the political education of the workforce by the plant’s party or-
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ganization.® Flyers bearing the headline “Stop raising work quotas” (“Stoppt
die Normschraube”) had reportedly been distributed and discussed within the
company. In addition a West German worker had publicly called for a work
slowdown. Not a single comrade confronted him or disagreed with him. An
investigation was necessary, it was asserted, to determine whether the plant was
being infiltrated by some “paid elements, people who were expected to disrupt
the ordinary course of business with hostile arguments.”™* As was customary
in such cases, the accusation of espionage and sabotage was also leveled against
the West German miners.

During an emergency meeting on September 30, 1958, at which the future of
Schiefergrube Lehesten was discussed, representatives of the SED district lead-
ership in Gera emphasized their belief that the catastrophic business situation
must be due primarily to a “lack of political clarity” The fact that the cighty-
six Bavarian workers “led the way in ideological orientation” was criticized in
particular. At many workplaces there was said to be a dearth of comrades who
could stand up to the West German workers during political and ideological dis-
cussions. Representatives of the party organization of Sowjetisch-Deutsche Ak-
tiengesellschaft Wismut (SDAG Wismut—Wismut Soviet-German Joint Stock
Company) loudly criticized the comrades at the Lehesten slate mines, whom
they accused of “capitulationism” and “harmful pessimism.” Allegedly the East
Germans had passed up the opportunity to “engage in politics” with the West
German miners “over there, so that they would become a threat over there” In
addition, their socialist-run enterprise was said to be no different to a capitalist
West German operation.”® The management and industry officials had failed to
realize that the enterprise had a direct influence on the West. The most primi-
tive equipment and inadequate mechanization, it was said, frustrated all efforts
to accomplish the political goal of making Lehesten a “beacon of socialism,”™!
shining its light far into the neighboring region of Bavaria. Furthermore, the
work brigades in the slate mines completely lacked the “proper collective spirit,”
especially because the Bavarians made trouble and lacked socialist convictions.

On the other hand, members of the Lehesten enterprise’s party organization
cited unprofitability, inadequate fulfillment of plan quotas, costly production,
and a labor shortage as the main causes of the poor economic outlook. Moreover,
the increase in the price of slate of only so percent compared with a 200 percent
increase in production costs could not be offset in terms of the balance sheet.
Once again, the party was responsible for these key data. Furthermore, members
emphasized that their West German fellow miners had stated that Adenauer had
made a mistake with his policy and that in the course of the Geneva Conference
German reunification had been within reach.>*
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Despite this harsh criticism—primarily ideological and motivated by Dexussch-
landpolitik considerations—directed at the employment of West German work-
ers in the Thuringian slate mines, there was no change in the situation until the
Berlin Wall was built. Even so, the number of cross-border commuters decreased
rapidly in 1960 after a new electronics factory opened in the Upper Franconian
town of Teuschnitz, offering good job opportunities for 600 to 8oo workers.”>
In the event, the cross-border labor market—an expression of the internal eco-
nomic unity of Germany—was gradually reduced in the wake of an “old branch
of industry” being replaced by a modern one.

Yet it was not the trend toward modernization in the industry that put an
end to the Lehesten Agreement, but rather, as in the case of the Coburg Special
Agreement, policy measures in inner-German relations attributable to the Cold
War. Seventy-two West German miners continued to work in the slate mines
until 1961. As early as that summer, as part of the campaign to “free [the GDR]
from [foreign] interference” (Aktion “Storfreimachung”), the option of doing
without the Bavarian skilled workers was considered. It was clear, however, that
the tight labor market in the GDR meant that finding suitable replacements, in
terms of both numbers and expertise, was impossible.>®

Even after construction of the “antifascist protection wall” began in Berlin on
August 13, 1961, and the East-West conflict experienced its spectacular peak on
the German stage, the remaining Bavarian miners continued to faithfully carry
out their duties. However, only a few weeks after the Berlin Wall was built, a
move by the GDR government heralded the end to this unusual chapter in inner-
German relations. In an SED Central Committee directive issued on September
11, 1961, Willi Stoph called for the systematic termination of all contacts, links,
and interconnections along the “dividing line between the socialist world system
and the imperialist one.”™” The Presidium of the Council of Ministers was tasked
with arranging for “the workers from West Germany employed in slate mining in
Lehesten to be urged to move to the German Democratic Republic. If they were
unwilling to do so, they would be replaced by suitable workers recruited from
the districts of Suhl, Erfurt, and Gera.”*® The order of the Council of Ministers
prompted the enterprise to speak with the seventy-two remaining Bavarian miners
at a meeting of the workforce in the Lehesten slate plant on September 12, 1961.
Forced either to relocate to the GDR and keep their jobs or continue living in
West Germany and lose their jobs, not one of the West German workers at the
meeting was willing to move with his family to the “workers’ and peasants’ state.”
As a result, they were dismissed with fourteen days’ notice. The West German
workers, however, downed tools immediately, disregarding the notice period.”’
On September 15, 1961, the Ziegelhiitte border-crossing point was also closed.
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Conclusion

The employment of Bavarian skilled workers in Thuringian slate mines during

the 1945-61 period represents an unusual, indeed unique, aspect of inner-

German relations. Unique because, after 1952, this was the only place along
the border where West German workers could still be found in the GDR.!!

Also unique were the two agreements established outside the framework of

the Frankfurt Agreement and the Berlin Accord: the Coburg Special Agree-

ment (1950) and the Lehesten Agreement (195s). If one traces the historical de-

velopment from the Coburg Special Agreement (1950) through the Lehesten

Agreement (1955) to the final closing of the border in 1961, the following points

cmerge:

44

Deutschlandpolitik dominated events and eclipsed both economic and
business interests. The very inception of the Coburg Special Agreement
in January 1950 must be viewed as a necessary reaction to the founding
of two German states. Its termination in May 1952 was an unavoidable
concession of economic policy to the isolationist course, determined by
the USSR and supported by the SED, of Deusschlandpolitik. The same
applies to the curtailment of the Lehesten Agreement in 1961, when the
possibilities for FRG-GDR contacts were reduced to a minimum. In
the final analysis this development indicates the decreasing significance
of the national idea, according to which cross-border labor relations
were an expression of de facto German unity and therefore should be

retained.

. In the wake of the uprising on June 17, 1953, arguments based on eco-

nomic policy were only able to prevail over the basic East German
Deutschlandpolitik strategy because the GDR'’s existential crisis, caused
in part by material dissatisfaction, had unsettled responsible members
of the SED and the government, and had induced them to pay greater
attention to the general mood in society. After the thaw in Deutsch-
landpolitik that followed Stalin’s death, economic lines of argument
were partially in accord with the thrust of policy concerning Germany’s

division.

. Top management at the slate mines remained consistently interested in

employing the West German workers. Its position found support in the
enterprise’s party organization and, until 1952, in the Thuringian state
government as well. Its thinking was guided primarily by production
figures and sales opportunities in the West. No great importance was
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attached to objections based on Deutschlandpolitik or security policy.
The conduct of the representatives of the Betriebsparteiorganisation
(BPO—enterprise party organization), who represented company
interests even against higher-level party authorities, accords with the

162

empirical findings of other BPOs.

4. At the central political decision-making level in Berlin, the govern-
ment was guided by the advice of the Secretariat or the Politburo of the
SED Central Committee. The positions of the latter entities, in turn,
reflected primarily considerations of Deutschlandpolitik. Only during
the crisis phase in the wake of June 17, 1953, did economic arguments
briefly take priority. Within the government the MAI took the initia-
tive, for department-specific reasons, when an opportunity presented
itself to prevail against the party’s isolationist course with respect to

Deutschlandpolitik.

5. On the West German side, economic, social, and political consider-
ations played a role in the deliberations of the West German govern-
ment, the Bavarian government, and regional and local authorities
concerning the Bavarians’ employment in Thuringia. The general
macrocconomic conditions were acceptable—they were of little
consequence anyway, for lack of assets—and the social advantages of
inner-German cooperation in the crisis-shaken area adjacent to the
GDR were as obvious as the advantages for relations between the two
Germanys. The workers in question gladly made use of the job offers
until 1960, because they lacked attractive employment alternatives.
They quickly switched to a West German workplace, however, when the
opportunity arose. In this case, ecconomic modernization reinforced the

political division of Germany.

6. Finally, it should be noted that the GDR sought to exploit both agree-
ments for the purpose of obtaining recognition as an independent state.
This goal was expressed both in the terminology used and in the level
at which the agreements were negotiated and concluded. Nonethe-
less, the GDR was not particularly successful in this endeavor. In the
terminological classification of the two agreements, the East Germans
had to accept a downgrading from “special agreement” (Sonderabkom-
men) to “agreement” (Vereinbarung), although they were able in return
to upgrade the negotiations from the federal state level to the central

government level.
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Undoubtedly the events surrounding the employment of Upper Franconian
skilled laborers in Thuringian slate mines are a curiosity in the history of Ger-
man dual statchood, a barely perceptible note amid the din of the Cold War.
Nonetheless, the events show in an exemplary way that, despite the steadily
increasing separation and alienation of the two German states, a revitalization
of traditional structures and ties was possible under certain circumstances.
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Cold War Commuters

Resisting Politics and Securing Pensions

across the German-German Border

LAUREN STOKES

Postwar Germany’s Soviet zone of occupation infamously had fewer natural re-
sources than the Western zones, but slate was an exception to the rule. Thuringia
boasted Europe’s largest slate quarry, which employed nearly a thousand workers
mining and exporting the “blue gold” at its peak. Many of those skilled workers
lived close by in Bavaria. Their long-standing commuting patterns had posed
little problem until the imposition of occupation zones after German defeat;
although they traveled no further, they had to cross an increasingly fraught de-
marcation line. Meanwhile, the quarry managers were eager to return to business
as usual, and slate was a hot commodity in a Europe actively rebuilding from the
war. The quarry managers’ attempts to maintain their workforce are the subject
of Peter Fafiler’s article, which details the diplomatic negotiations that allowed a
few hundred skilled workers from Bavaria to commute into the German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR) for work all the way until September 1961.

This article was originally published in 2001, at the beginning of what would
become a wave of scholarship on Central European borderlands.! That schol-
arship has consistently shown that local actors deal with the border differently
than centralized states. One of the first publications was Daphne Berdahls 1999
ethnography Where the World Ended, which described the “paradoxical human
condition” of an East German border village.? Historians were also drawn to the
former border region. Edith Sheffer’s 2014 classic Burned Bridge concerned twin
towns close to the slate quarry: Sonneberg and Neustadt bei Coburg. The latter
is the “Coburg” of the agreement discussed in FifSler’s article.’ Sheffer is one of
many historians who have argued that the border gained salience through the
actions of those who lived alongside it. Rather than simply being directed from
a distant East Berlin or Bonn, the local inhabitants also produced the border



with their actions—as Sagi Schacfer puts it in another excellent study, the bor-
der “materialized through experience rather than imposition.” Fifller’s rescarch
illuminates another side of this scholarship: local responses were more flexible
and pragmatic than national responses. It was the managers of the slate quarry
who pushed for a pragmatic solution that would allow them to maintain its
productivity, while more centralized actors prioritized ideological consistency
over meeting local needs. Fifller shows how local actors sought to maintain older,
but now cross-border, economic links despite the pressures of German division.

How did the men who crossed the border experience the deepening divi-
sion of the two political systems? What aspects of the division intruded into
their consciousness, and which went unnoticed? We know that they understood
the difference between currencies intimately; Fifller shows that the commuter
workforce initially balked after the June 1948 currency reform, when workers
who lived in Bavaria demanded to receive the new Western mark in their salary
packet rather than local currency. Once the quarry found a way to keep paying
them in Western currency, the Bavarian workers were willing to continue, and
did so through the first Berlin crisis, which persisted for nearly a year. In January
1950, Thuringia and Bavaria signed another agreement to allow the arrangement
to continue. The quarry would export roof slate to the West to earn the hard
currency to pay the workers. This arrangement persisted for another two years.
During the 1952 operation to fortify the border, the mines fell under the s km
“exclusion zone;” and the Bavarian workers disappeared again. The plant managers
worried that they would be pushed out of the market by Western competition
permanently and renewed their efforts to retain their workers. In January 1955
the two states signed a new agreement—the “Lehesten Agreement”—to allow
150 Bavarians to continue their diplomatically fraught commute.

Fifler focuses on how the arrangement met needs for actors in the East. Astrid
Eckert’s 2019 study of how the border impacted the West—and how borderland
residents made sense of their situation—inspired me to ask why it appealed to
people on the Western side.’ T used recently digitized newspaper archives of the
Siiddentsche Zeitung and the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ) to see how
West Germans discussed the same arrangement.® While the East had a quarry
to make productive, the West had an unemployment crisis. In April 1955 labor
officials from Coburg told the Siiddeutsche Zeitung that they were struggling
to find work for 17,000 unemployed people, and that “it would help us a lot if
at least somewhat normal economic relationships with the Eastern Zone could
be achieved.” The officials cited the Lehesten Agreement as a positive example,
one they hoped could be copied.” As for the slate workers themselves, they were
largely older men between fifty and sixty. Two of them reached their fortieth work
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anniversary at the quarry in early 1961.* The men were concerned about what it
would mean to have to switch jobs so late in their career. They would go from
being highly skilled engineers to being unskilled workers, and they worried about
the impact not just on their wages but on their pension.” Their concern for their
pension was presumably even more salient after the 1957 pension reform, which
was based on the idea that West Germans should maintain their social status
in retirement.”” Leaving the quarry would mean descending the social ladder.

The Western authorities appear to have seen the commuting arrangement
as a pragmatic solution to employing older men approaching the end of their
working lives, but not as something they hoped to maintain in the long term—a
perspective that may explain why the West rebuffed Eastern requests to train fifty
young Bavarians as apprentices." A second Siiddentsche Zeitung article about the
workers from 1958 tried hard to wring politics out of the situation, even though
“the people of Reichenbach don’t like to talk about their work over there. ‘If
you keep your mouth shut, you get through quite well, says one.” The article
politicizes the fact that some of the men stayed home on June 17—the “Day
of German Unity” in the West, a normal workday in the East—and that none
of them had considered moving closer to work. One of the men stayed on the
Eastern side for 14 days and then “he appeared ruefully” to the police to rereg-
ister as a commuter.”” A FEAZ article from 1959 calls the village of Reichenbach,
where most of the men lived, “Bavarian Siberia,” and notes that the men’s wives
also had their work to perform in the East. The men received most of their wage
in DM, but pieccework bonuses were paid in credit for the local store, and so
the women came with them on shopping days to make the family’s purchases.
The children even crossed over to visit doctors on the Eastern side, since that
was where the families were insured. The FAZ journalist interviewed the mayor
of Reichenbach, who was irritated by a “Berlin-based” headline dubbing the
situation a “Red Rumble in Reichenbach” (“Roter Rummel in Reichenbach”).
He protested his depiction as a Soviet sympathizer, telling the journalist: “I'm
happy that my men are employed. What else would they do? They’re not going
to retrain.” The article closes with another laconic quote from a worker: “T tell it
like it is. Socially it’s alright, but I have nothing to do with politics.””* We learn
from these articles that the men also navigated a set of Western ideas about what
it meant to work across the border, resisting the national media’s attempts to
enlist them in larger political narratives.

Fifler concludes his article in September 1961, when the period of pragmat-
ic local solutions suddenly came to an end. The Siiddentsche Zeitung reported
two weeks before the end of the exception that the Western police forbade
twenty-three miners’ children from crossing the border to be vaccinated against
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polio—a detail that supports the claims of borderland historians that the West
also actively created the border.” Fifiler’s research finds Willi Stoph, chairman
of the Council of Ministers, was the GDR official who insisted that the excep-
tion end, and who forced an ultimatum on the slate miners in September 1961.
They would need to choose on which side of the border to live and work. There
would be no more going back and forth. All seventy-two men chose to remain
in Bavaria. They crossed the border once more to convert their remaining East
German marks into goods. The mayor of Reichenbach promised to find them
jobs quickly: “There is no lack of free positions.. . . but they won’t carn as much
here as they did over there.” An official from Upper Franconia promised to quick-
ly process their insurance and pension claims, and to treat them “as if they had
always worked in the West.”" Clearly, the worry for workers was not political
polarization but staving off downward mobility. In the fate of the slate miners,
we have a telling example of how the emergence of the Federal Republic’s corpo-
ratist welfare state and its alignment with a global anticommunist bloc affected
a real working-class community.

What happened to the quarry after losing over seventy of its most experienced
workers overnight? It proved to be the first blow of many. Three men died in an
accident at the quarry in March 1963." The explosive growth of the Spanish slate
industry, beginning in the mid-1960s, also presumably represented a challenge
for slate quarry managers.” By the end of the 1970s the quarry was running out
of its finest stone, and by 1982 the Lehesten quarry was slated to be preserved as
a “technical monument.”"® Lehesten had run dry, but it was now managed by a
Volkseigener Betrieb (VEB—state-owned enterprise) with other quarries in its
purview, and that VEB continued to operate through the end of East Germany.
It presented its products at a trade fair for construction in Hannover in 1992, at
which point the Treuhand trust, tasked with privatizing East German industry,
was trying to find a buyer for the enterprise.” The local slate industry closed
for good in 1999, but the former quarry can be visited today as part of Geopark
Schieferland. Its website includes short video interviews with some of the East
Germans who used to work at the quarry. Their narratives do not mention the
commuters, but they do show that the border could be a stresstul place to work,
one where they were constantly being tested for their loyalty. One man recalls
that a car with a Rostock license plate was parked near the entrance in order to
test whether anyone would report it.** Another remembers worrying about his
coworkers announcing their departure at the end of the day, especially when
they were drunk and had stopped watching their words—this could be a surpris-
ingly fraught enterprise, because “the phrase ‘T'm out of here’ [Ich haue ab] was
known to be used by border crossers.” These recollections, taken in the early
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2000s, echo Jason B. Johnson’s description of the village of Modlareuth, where
residents felt that “the border was imposed by outside authoritics and distant
metropoles.”* Their testimonies have no trace of pragmatism, only of paranoia,
suggesting that, after the commuters left, the quarry also became subsumed by
the ideological polarization the latter had refused.

Fafler’s article accords with the larger findings of borderlands studies when
he interprets the commute of the quarry miners as “a revitalization of traditional
structures and links” even as the two German states experienced widening po-
litical division. He echoes the judgment of journalist Klaus Dreher, who in a
1962 article for the FAZ dubbed the commuters of Lehesten “the last example
of a sensible regulation at the border”” With the benefit of hindsight, we can
simultaneously understand the slate-for-miners deal as one of the last examples
of sensible, workaday cross-border cooperation—just as Dreher would have
it—and also an early example of a trend that would persist through the end
of the GDR: East German authorities bartering their country’s resources for
Western currency. There was a certain logic in this particular exchange. The slate
miners were a small group of technological experts whose specialist knowledge
of the process of production made them the people who could turn a deposit
of slate into an exportable commodity. To make the mine productive, Eastern
authorities traded some of the slate for access to the currency that the skilled
slate miners demanded in exchange for their irreplaceable expertise. But East
German bartering with the capitalist West would not stop with Thuringian slate.
Starting in 1962, East Germany charged the West hard currency to secure the
release of political prisoners.” By the 1980s East Germany was bartering resources
like cobblestones, high-grade pork products, and blood plasma in exchange for
Western currency.” It also began to change its own border policies in response
to financial inducements from the West: relaxing travel regulations, dismantling
landmines on the border, and even enforcing West German visa regulations on
third-country nationals.”® By 1989 East German leaders would agree to open
their borders in the hopes of staying creditworthy—but lost the country before
the loan came in.”” It took decades to get from roofing slate for hard currency
to border policing for loans, but those steps are a central theme of the East Ger-
man story. From this perspective, the Lehesten Agreement is worth revisiting
not only for its own sake, but also because it is simultaneously an ending—the
story of the last commuters across the border—and a beginning, the first glints
of how opportunistic East German border policies enabled unacknowledged yet
increasingly pervasive communist participation in the capitalist world economy.
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Unvarnished Truths

A Confidential Conversation between Gerhard Schiirer,
Chief Economic Planner of the GDR, and the Stasi
in April 1978 about the SED’s Economic Policies

ANDREAS MALYCHA

The document discussed in this article provides evidence of a central conflict within the
Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED—Socialist Unity Party of Germany) Politburo
in the 1970s. During a conversation in April 1978, the chief economic planner, Gerhard Schiirer,
and a Stasi officer discussed the problems besetting the German Democratic Republic’s (GDR’s)
economy openly. There is little documentation of the views held by top party leaders on internal
party conflicts, especially over macroeconomic and sociopolitical conditions. That discussion
exposes the tensions in the Politburo over the economic policy changes made at SED chief Erich
Honecker’s behest at the Eighth Party Congress. Schiirer was one of the Politburo members
who advocated revoking Honecker’s expansive social policies and curbing consumption rates
in favor of investments in production. Despite the observable limits of East German economic
performance and the deficiencies of the command economy, Honecker clung to his strategy
of stabilizing the SED’s rule through a social policy the GDR could not afford. Schiirer’s
conversation with a leading Stasi officer was part of an effort to induce Honecker to change his

economic policies by appealing to the Minister for State Security, Erich Mielke.

For a long time the mechanisms by which the inner coterie of the leadership
of the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED—Socialist Unity Par-
ty of Germany) formed opinions and took decisions remained hidden from
researchers because the relevant archival materials were either inaccessible or
lacking altogether. The conflicts that emerged within the Politburo during the
1970s regarding the party’s economic policy were analyzed for the first time in
a series of interviews with economic experts from the highest planning author-
ity of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) conducted during the 1990s,'
and later verified and confirmed as applying likewise to the 1980s by archival
materials that had in the meantime become accessible.” This provided clarity



about the intentions, motives, and methods that formed the background to de-
bates over whether, and under what economic conditions, social policies that
after 1971 seemed to be getting out of hand could be financed and sustained.
The foreign trade balance and the continually increasing volume of debt vis-a-
vis Western countries lay at the center of the conflict from the outset.?

In recent publications the focus has been on the internal analyses of key
macroeconomic issues by the Ministry for State Security,* specifically by Haupt-
abteilung (HA—main department) XVIII, which was responsible for the “oper-
ational” security of central economic sectors.’ The assessments carried out by the
department beginning in 1974 and led by the economist Alfred Kleine, who held
the rank of major general, document how precisely fundamental issues regarding
the planning mechanisms and structural deficiencies of the GDR economy were
described in the 1980s. Information from the department heads of the Staatliche
Plankommission (SPK—State Planning Commission) and political staff from
the Planning and Finance Department of the Central Committee of the SED
also served as important sources in this context.®

With the benefit of reports from its key unofficial collaborators (Inoffizielle
Mitarbeiter—IMs), HA XVIII arrived at an assessment of the economic situ-
ation that was unusually realistic within the information-gathering system of
the GDR.” The question remains, however, of what was done with these po-
litically controversial analyses. Reports from the Zentrale Auswertungs- und
Informationsgruppe (ZAIG—Central Evaluation and Information Group) of
the Ministry for State Security (MfS or Stasi) indicate that Erich Mielke, the
head of the Stasi, did not wish to burden SED General Secretary Erich Honecker
with the truth about the country’s economic situation.® The reports that ZAIG
forwarded to the SED leadership concerning selected ongoing difficulties in
specific enterprises and economic sectors were self-censored, and as such only of
limited value. The MfS did not provide the Politburo with any comprehensive
analysis of the underlying causes of the problems, despite the wealth of detailed
information it had obtained from the enterprises in question. Instead, its reports
to the party leadership were limited to information concerning “incidents” in
state-owned enterprises, assigning responsibility for specific shortcomings to
individual plant directors in order to present itself as a kind of supervisory au-
thority over the economic apparatus.’

The document reproduced here reveals what the leadership of HA XVIII
was actually aware of through both its unofficial collaborators and its official
economic channel. The document contains testimony dating from 1978 by a
leading GDR official concerning economic problems that were commonly be-
lieved to have become acute only in the 1980s.1 It reveals for the first time how
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the negative effects of decisions made at the Eighth Party Congress in 1971 led,
as early as 1978, to intense discussions and wide-ranging proposals for rectifying
the situation both within the Politburo and amongleading economic experts. The
notes on these meetings thus provide remarkable insights into a central conflict
within the SED leadership in the lead-up to the growing economic crisis of the
1980s, one which has so far only been addressed in accounts by contemporary
witnesses and in selectively published documents."

The Balance of Payments: An Unresolved Problem

On April 24, 1978, Gerhard Schiirer, the chairman of the State Planning Com-
mission, held a frank discussion with Lieutenant Colonel Horst Roigk, the
head of HA XVIII/ 4 of the Ministry for State Security,"” responsible for mon-
itoring central economic management and planning bodies® and hence the
right addressee. The discussion centered on the SED’s economic policy, Giinter
Mittag’s position in the higher echelons of power as Central Committee sec-
retary for the economy, and Schiirer’s personal relationship with Mittag and
Honecker, as well as internal squabbles within the top state planning authority.

The occasion for the April 24 conversation between Schiirer and Roigk was a
meeting on April 21 of the leadership of the State Planning Commission—also
attended by Schiirer’s deputies and the department heads—regarding the key
points of the GDR’s economic plan for 1979. The draft plan presented by the
commission had, however, been rejected by Honecker, Mittag, and Willi Stoph
because issues concerning the balance of payments, which were supposed to be re-
solved during the course 0f 1979, had allegedly not been taken into account. Since
1971 the imbalance of payments had been one of the central problems whose
resolution was essential for the survival of the GDR. Honecker and Mittag saw
an increase in economic productivity and a corresponding upswing in exports
to the “non-socialist economic area” (Nichtsozialistisches Wirtschaftsgebiet—
NSW) as the only means of slowing down or reducing the continually growing
foreign debt. And yet various resolutions intended to reduce or halve the negative
balance—that is, that of receivables and liabilities—were never implemented.®
The debt rose from approximately 2 billion Valutamarks (VM—convertible
marks)'®in 1970" to over 22 billion VM in 1979." Especially after 1972, debt to
the West grew continuously, particularly in convertible currencies, owing to the
faster increase in liabilities compared to receivables, which necessitated bridge
financing in the form of cash loans to cover upcoming repayment installments
and interest.

Schiirer had already warned back in November 1972 of a growing debt to
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the West that could lead to acute repayment difficulties.” He was concerned,
however, not only about the rapidly increasing negative balance of receivables
and liabilities, but also about the expanding cash deficit. He attributed this
development mainly to “steadily rising imports from the NSW—particularly
in convertible currencies—that are not matched by corresponding exports. For
several years, morcover, export plans have not been met, while import plans
have been surpassed.”® The steadily increasing cash deficit had already become
aserious problem at the time. By the end of 1979, it had risen to 3.3 billion VM,
since the available cash was no longer sufficient to cover cash expenses due (loan
repayments, interest payments).” In order to address this problem, new cash loans
had had to be taken out under increasingly unfavorable conditions, resulting in
a rising interest burden. Hence the SPK, the Foreign Trade Bank (Auffenhan-
delsbank) of the GDR, the Ministry of Finance, and the Central Committec’s
Department of Planning and Finance were concerned about a rapid expansion
of the cash deficit that by the late 1970s would no longer be able to be balanced.
Despite ongoing warnings from the SPK that debt to Western countries would
soon become unmanageable, as well as renewed Politburo resolutions,” the
increase in foreign debt could not be halted even by the 1980s.

The Politburo of the Honecker era, however, did not deviate from its course.
It doggedly relied on a continuously rising trade surplus with the West, which
was viewed as the key to managing the balance of payments problem right up
until 1989. However, the principle that the Politburo adopted in January 1973
to cover the imports necessary for the economy, service expenditures, and pay-
ments due through growing exports was never followed.” Debt reduction and
the intended increase in exports could only succeed within the framework of
Honecker’s economic policy if above-average growth rates in industrial goods
production were to be achieved—something that was deemed unrealistic even
by the planning authorities and ministries, given the economic conditions. In
reality the GDR never achieved its planned export surplus in relation to the
Western industrialized nations, which resulted in a major burden on the bal-
ance of payments by the end of the 1970s, with the constantly looming threat
of insolvency.”

Controversy over the SED’s Economic Policy

When these problems came to the fore in the mid-1970s, fundamental dis-
agreements on the economic policy that had been pursued since 1971 soon
followed. Honecker and the majority of the Politburo had linked the end of

economic reforms and a return to the economic planning system of the 1950s
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with a new dimension of social policy.?® It was no longer the modernization of
the industrial base and the promotion of research and development, but rather
social policy that was to serve as the means of stabilizing power. As had been
the case before, the primary criterion in the decision-making process was an in-
crease in the acceptance of party rule among the people.”” This was a conscious
choice made in the knowledge that the economy would be overburdened, and
thus ultimately despite the threat this posed to the medium- and long-term
stability of the GDR. While leading economists and experts in the highest
planning authority doubted the expediency of this strategy, there was initially
no one in the Politburo who openly voiced concerns about it after Honecker
came to power.

The initial silence in the Politburo was not least the result of drastic personnel
changes in the top echelons of the state and economic administration, which
led to considerable uncertainty in the Politburo regarding Honecker’s future
cadre policy. On October 3, 1973, on Honecker’s initiative, Horst Sindermann
was selected as chairman of the Council of Ministers, Stoph as chairman of the
Council of State, and Mittag as first deputy chairman under Sindermann. For
Mittag, the former proponent of the New System for Economic Management
and Planning, his removal as Central Committee secretary for the economy
and reassignment to the Council of Ministers was a reprimand, a warning shot,
and a probationary period all in one. Having already lost his seat on the State
Council in 1971, Mittag only regained membership in 1979 and became deputy
chairman of the State Council in 1984. The Tenth Central Committee Meeting
on October 2, 1973, appointed Politburo member Werner Krolikowski to suc-
ceed Mittag as secretary for the economy, even though Krolikowski understood
more about agitation and propaganda than about economics. Schiirer was also
among the new candidates for the Politburo.

In dismissing Mittag, Honecker was eager to demonstrate his love of power.
Only in late October 1976 did he reappoint Mittag to the position of Central
Committee secretary for the economy, which came as quite a surprise and is
difficult to explain. Mittag’s opportunism certainly falls short as an explana-
tion on its own.”® While Mittag appeared to the outside world to be a loyal
follower of Honecker, there were undoubtedly internal tensions between the
two. Krolikowski, who had to vacate the post of Central Committee secretary
for the economy in favor of Mittag and content himself with the office of first
deputy chairman of the Council of Ministers, subsequently became one of the
staunchest opponents of the party’s economic course.

In their deliberations on how to overcome the structural problems of a
planned economy, Schiirer and his deputies frequently made reference to the
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economic reform of the 1960s, which had been terminated toward the end of
the decade owing to serious supply impasses with regard to both consumer goods
and the needs of large enterprises.”” Honecker did in fact initially succeed in
overcoming the supply crisis that broke out in 1970, which had resulted from
unrealistic industrial growth targets. He and a majority in the Politburo viewed
this success as a sign that the new economic strategy was sound and they therefore
launched ambitious social projects at the same time,* while neglecting research
and development in important areas of technology.” This shift in policy can be
seen as one of the reasons for the crisis that later erupted, which the chairman of
the State Planning Commission repeatedly addressed in internal analyses from
1975/76 onward.*? Honecker’s concept of the unity of economic and social pol-
icy was incompatible with any economic, scientific, or technological innovative
momentum. His strategy of ignoring the ongoing scientific and technological
revolution while still implementing costly social policy in order to stabilize the
ruling system bore the risk of ending in complete failure.

Honecker’s social policy was supposed to be based on the principle that such
benefits, especially Western consumer goods imported using foreign currency
funds, could only be distributed if the economic basis for them was sound. In
practice, however, little consideration was given to economic conditions. Any
focus on performance was increasingly replaced by a sense of entitlement, as
reflected in the party distributing the promised benefits more quickly than the
economic situation warranted.** As Honecker refused to compromise on his
social policy—particularly the goal of keeping consumer prices stable and rents
low—the ministries received ever higher planning targets that they could only
meet by massaging the statistics. Furthermore, money had to be procured from
the West in increasing amounts and with ever greater frequency. By 1976 the
SED’s economic policy had already set in motion an internal and external debt
mechanism that would run out of control in the years to come, as social bene-
fits could not be financed through the state’s own economic power. The shift in
economic policy during the Honecker era represented an effort to compensate
for domestic shortfalls that could not be made up by trade with the Council
for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON) by expanding trade relations
with Western industrialized countries—an effort that was ultimately futile.?

Honecker reacted with increasing harshness to criticism of his economic
and social policies, especially to comments critical of the balance of payments.
During a personal conversation with Schiirer in early April 1976, Honecker
decisively rejected Schiirer’s proposals for drastic import reductions during the
five-year plan for 1976 to 1980.% Schiirer had warned that the plan foresaw an
interest burden of between 9 and 10 billion VM. He explained that this would
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further exacerbate the cash deficit, thus requiring new financial loans, which,
according to the Foreign Trade Bank, would no longer be available for 1976/77.
In ajoint letter to Honecker dated March 14, 1977, Mittag and Schiirer urgent-
ly warned of the precipitous deterioration in the balance of payments vis-a-vis
Western countries, which necessitated increasingly higher loans just to pay the
interest.” Honecker viewed as a personal attack their portrayal of the growing
import surplus as a significant cause of the cash deficit of 3.6 billion VM. He
reacted with particular vehemence to the demand for the cessation of Western
imports to supply the populace with goods,*® stubbornly adhering to the old
stance of increasing exports to the West. He was unwilling to discuss any other
solution to the payment problem.

Following this rebuff Mittag began to unconditionally side with Honecker. By
contrast Schiirer continued to serve as a warning voice—even in the Politburo,
where the increasing debt to the West had now been recognized as an existen-
tial problem.”” Yet a majority in the Politburo nevertheless rejected Schiirer’s
repeated calls to curtail the import of Western consumer goods, fearing that
this would worsen the supply situation for the people. It was anticipated that
similar effects would result from increasing exports to the West, since goods
designated for export, including agricultural products, were being withdrawn
from the domestic market with the corresponding impact on domestic supply.
Success in foreign trade with capitalist countries could only transpire if the GDR
were to produce competitive export goods as earners of foreign currency. But the
country’s technological backwardness and comparatively low labor productivity
meant that these were not forthcoming,

A Confidential Conversation on Economic Policy Errors

The record of the conversation between Roigk and the chairman of the State
Planning Commission on April 24, 1978, highlights three aspects of the SED’s
economic policy about which opinions within the Politburo differed: the ex-
penditures on Western import goods; the relationship between social and eco-
nomic policy; and the GDR’s balance of payments. The document, moreover,
provides insights into the decision-making processes on economic policy and
the personal influence of Mittag on economic policy decisions. Schiirer did not
speak with a high-ranking state security officer without reason. He apparently
intended to persuade Honecker, via the minister for state security, Mielke, to
change the course of economic policy. At that time Schiirer was still hoping for
a fundamental reversal in the SED’s strategy and thus an improvement in the
economic situation.
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This conversation took place between two functionaries at the top of the
GDR’s power hierarchy, both of whom had deep insights into the processes,
planning mechanisms, and structural relationships, including the structural
weaknesses and deficits, of the East German economy. Since the early 1950s
Schiirer had established himself as a recognized expert in economic planning
and management, and served as deputy head of the Department of Economic
Planning for the State Government of Saxony, as department head in the State
Planning Commission, and as a sector and department head in the Planning
and Finance Department of the SED Central Committee. In 1966 he was ap-
pointed chairman of the State Planning Commission, succeeding Erich Apel.*°
He subsequently also served as deputy chairman of the GDR Council of Min-
isters. In January 1963 the Sixth SED Party Congress elected him a member of
the Central Committee; in October 1973 he became a candidate member of the
Politburo. Schiirer’s extraordinary expertise in the field of economic planning
significantly contributed to his ability to remain in his position as chairman
of the State Planning Commission through December 1989, despite repeated
attacks and accusations.

As someone with a degree in economics, Roigk knew what Schiirer was
talking about.” Roigk had been a member of the Ministry for State Security
since 1955 and became the first acting head of Commercial Coordination as
a special operations officer of HA XVIII within the Ministry for Foreign and
Inner-German Trade in October 1966, before being succeeded by Alexander
Schalck-Golodkowski in early 1967.** Owing to his long-standing service and
his leading position in HA XVIII, Roigk had access to internal information on
the state of the GDR economy, which he directly passed on to the head of the
main department, as well as to Miclke.

Schiirer spoke openly in their conversation and shared his impression that,
until one or two years prior, it had still been possible to discuss impending
economic problems with Honecker, and the latter had still responded to fac-
tual arguments. This was, however, no longer the case in 1978, at the time the
conversation took place. Schiirer explained that Honecker had not grasped the
complexities of the economic situation and was clearly unwilling to engage se-
riously with the matters at hand. Schiirer remarked that Honecker hardly met
with him any longer and relied exclusively on the advice of Mittag, his economic
secretary, whom Schiirer believed to have become Honecker’s closest confidant
shortly after being reinstated as Central Committee secretary in October 1976.
In light of this, earlier assumptions about the internal distribution of power in
the Politburo during the Honecker era need to be corrected.”®

Schiirer further reported that he had repeatedly brought up the deteriorating
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economic situation, and the payment difficulties in particular, in frank talks in
close circles. These discussions included Honecker, Mittag, Stoph, and occasion-
ally Krolikowski. Schiirer’s surviving records, as well as those of Heinz Klopfer,
one of Schiirer’s deputies and state secretary in the State Planning Commission,
confirm this claim. In fact regular internal meetings in which key data on prospec-
tive cconomic plans were discussed were held in both close and wider circles prior
to crucial Politburo meetings. According to the notes, this close circle consisted
solely of Honecker, Mittag, and Schiirer.** Subsequently, the draft plans were
discussed in an extended circle of selected members and candidate members of
the Politburo and the heads of Central Committee departments. This included
Honecker, Mittag, Schiirer or his deputy Klopfer, Stoph, Gerhard Griineberg,
Kurt Hager, Krolikowski, Harry Tisch, Paul Verner, Werner Jarowinsky, and
Giinter Ehrensperger.®® Only after that was the respective draft plan submitted
to the Politburo as a whole, which typically approved the material presented
without significant discussion.

As the minutes of the Politburo meetings demonstrate,* the majority were
apparently guided by the idea that complicated economic problems could still be
solved solely through ideological appeals and political directives, as had been the
case in the 1950s. Honecker, in particular, was led by economic wishful thinking
and political shrewdness rather than pragmatic expertise. Functionaries with
economic competence and societal ambitions, who had not been socialized
before 1933 and represented a new generation of “leadership cadres,” generally
did not find him willing to listen.*’

As planning chief, Schiirer advocated a different approach to Honecker to
address the rising debt to the West in particular. He deemed illusory the formula
that the Politburo adopted on January 16, 1973, which aimed to significantly
reduce the payment deficit through high export surpluses.* In his conversation
with Roigk, he thus proposed “fundamental economic measures” that needed
to be adopted by the party and state leadership as soon as possible. Above all, he
emphasized the need to curtail the private consumption of the population, to
impose extensive import restrictions, especially with regard to consumer goods,
and to halt further social policy measures.

The proposals favored by Schiirer cast a spotlight on the two differing views
of the party’s economic course. Schiirer was among those Politburo members
who pushed for a rollback or correction of the expansive social policy and sought
to reduce the private consumption of the population in favor of productive in-
vestments. In his letters to the Soviet leadership Krolikowski also vehemently
attacked Honecker’s course. In a letter to Leonid Brezhnev, general secretary of
the Soviet Communist Party, dated October 24, 1980, he lamented the GDR’s
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adherence to “consumer socialism” as well as “living on credit for results yet
to be achieved, which led to the debt burden increasing year on year from the
beginning of the 1970s, a burden that has now reached an increasingly unman-
ageable level, providing capitalism with the opportunity at any time—as has
indeed been seen on several occasions—to render the GDR insolvent or to
blackmail it politically.”

In order to stabilize the economy, Krolikowski and Schiirer deemed it nec-
essary to lower the population’s standard of living. In a June 1982 memorandum
Krolikowski noted: “Of course, the standard of living in the GDR must be
restricted. The majority of the party, the working class, and the people are also
willing to accept this if it is explained honestly and justified with a convincing
concept.”® Krolikowski was mistaken in this regard. By the 1980s there was no
longer any willingness to tolerate a significant deterioration in working and
living conditions with a promise of better times to come. Unlike their parents
before them, the generation that grew up in the GDR was no longer willing to be
assuaged with a vision of a distant bright future. Krolikowski’s proposals, which
he also presented in letters to the Soviet leadership, did not therefore provide a
genuine alternative to Honecker’s “consumer socialism.”

Schiirer’s conversation with the Stasi officer demonstrates how the SED lead-
ership had been aware of the functional shortcomings of economic planning at
least since the mid-1970s. It was, for example, abundantly clear that the economic
performance of the GDR was insufficient to implement the sociopolitical pro-
gram announced in 1971. The necessary financial conditions had to be established
in order to secure both the planned increase in economic output through the
import of raw materials and technical equipment and the promised rise in living
standards through the import of Western consumer goods. The generation of
convertible currencies with regard to the entire foreign trade sector was thus a
key factor, making the country significantly more vulnerable to fluctuations on
the global market.” In the early phases of development of long-term plans, the
State Planning Commission regularly presented the general secretary and the
economic policy departments of the Central Committee with information on
the serious economic problems arising from the “unity of economic and social
policy” approach, the opening of the GDR to foreign trade, and the associated
need for foreign currency. It cannot therefore be said that the SED leadership
plunged into economic disaster suddenly and unknowingly.

Honecker and the majority of the Politburo clung to their strategy of stabiliz-
ing SED rule through social policies with shaky economic foundations, despite

the obvious weaknesses of the economy and flaws in planning. Honecker rejected
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any correction to, let alone withdrawal of; social policy measures, fearing that
this would lead to political instability, social unrest, and a strengthening of the
domestic opposition. He also strictly refused to implement the price increases
that were being demanded by some leading economists, insisting instead on a
continuation of his costly subsidies policy, despite increasingly pressing external
economic burdens. Maintaining stable prices for consumer goods, services, and
rents was one of his consistent and unshakable principles. It was influenced by
memories of the June 1953 uprising, which had led to great caution with regard
to any social cutbacks. Honecker also interpreted the situation in Poland as a
warning, as drastic price increases for food and other goods had led to strikes,
mass protests, and demonstrations there in December 1970.

The majority of the Politburo continued until the end to share the views of
Honecker and Mittag, still believing that the continually growing debt could
be stopped by rapidly increasing exports to Western countries. The necessary
economic conditions, however, were not in place for this, owing to a lack of
technological progress and the structure of exports to the West. Demands and
proposals to fundamentally change the export structure resulted only in vague
concepts that remained in the planning stage for years. On the other hand,
Schiirer, Stoph, and Krolikowski urged the Politburo to heed fundamental
economic principles, which would have required realistic economic plans to
be developed and both social benefits and private consumption reduced. This
would have meant a decrease in subsidies, a fundamental change in investment
policy, and price increases in all areas, including for basic foodstuffs. Probably
such a policy would have made it possible to stabilize the economy temporarily.
However, the SED leadership could only afford to redirect its costly social policy
toward industrial modernization and growth if it were willing to risk the passive
loyalty of the majority of the people—but it was not. The Politburo therefore
had no other viable alternatives.

In his “analysis of the economic situation of the GDR” presented on Oc-
tober 30, 1989, Schiirer acknowledged his personal share of responsibility for
the economic failure of the GDR.* He asserted that while the State Planning
Commission had called attention to economic problems with “great consistency,”
the continual warnings from experts had not been sufficient to bring about a
change in economic policy in opposition to Honecker’s. These documents, now
accessible to us, clearly depict how Schiirer, in the ongoing struggle between
economic expertise and party discipline, unfailingly yielded to political pres-
sure from the general secretary and the majority of the Politburo. When asked
why he nonetheless stayed on in his position as chairman of the SPK, Schiirer

Malycha: Unvarnished Truths 73



explained in retrospect: “I could have given up at times. But I would sit down
with my closest colleagues, and they would say, ‘Gerhard, if you leave, things

will only get worse here—please stay.”>

The Document

RECORD’* OF A CONFIDENTIAL DISCUSSION WITH CHAIRMAN
OF THE STATE PLANNING COMMISSION GERHARD SCHURER ON
THE ECONOMIC POLICIES OF THE SED ON APRIL 24, 1978

Source: BStU, MfS, HA XVIII 16067, fols. 1—12.

Main Department XVIII
Berlin, April 27, 1978

Information about a conversation with Candidate Member of the Polit-
buro of the SED, Chairman of the State Planning Commission [SPK],
and Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers Comrade Gerhard
Schiirer, on April 24, 1978.

On April 24, 1978, a private internal discussion took place with
Comrade Schiirer regarding the problems of the SPK, the economy,
cadre issues, and personal matters.

Comrade Schiirer provided an assessment of the political and mor-
al state of affairs within the SPK, which has evolved over the past six
months in particular owing to continually increasing difficulties in
implementing objective economic planning. A peak moment in the
tense situation within the SPK occurred during the leadership meeting
on April 21, 1978 (Comrade Klopfer, Comrade Lietz, Comrade Wen-
zel, Comrade Miiller, Comrade Griinheid, Comrade Kopp, Comrade
Schiefer).” The point of departure for [the comrades’] behavior in-
volved the main decisions regarding the formulation of state tasks for
the 1979 economic plan, which were imposed on the SPK from outside
and lacked any objectivity, failing to correspond in any way with the
economic conditions and situation. The output required for the 1979
plan would still be inordinate and excessive even if the 1978 plan had
been fulfilled as envisaged and as approved by the Volkskammer.

The materials submitted by the SPK for 1979 were not accepted by
the party leadership (Comrade Honecker, Comrade Mittag, and Com-
rade Stoph) because the problems concerning the balance of payments,
which were to be solved in 1979, had not been taken into account.
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Aside from the fact that such a demand to largely eliminate the pay-
ments deficit in 1979 is illusory and demonstrates a complete lack of un-
derstanding, instead of a reduction in the deficit the volume of debt will
in fact increase unless fundamental economic measures are implement-
ed by the party and state leadership.

These fundamental measures include:

Curbing consumption;

Measures to establish the profitability and production efficiency of
investments made in previous years to manufacture products that

can be sold on the global market;
Rigorously reducing the consumption of social funds (strict austerity);

Adhering to the specified growth rates in exports, which must be
objectively assessed. The currently projected growth rates of 23—
26 percent and in some industries of 2050 percent are unrealistic

and unattainable;

Extensive import restrictions, especially in areas intended for con-
sumption;

No further sociopolitical measures that would impact the Waren-
fonds [stock of consumer goods], as preliminary calculations in-
dicate a deficit of 1.7 billion [GDR Marks] in the Warenfonds for
1979, and currently all efforts by the SPK (arithmetically) to cover
this gap are failing, as objectively speaking the prerequisites are
currently lacking to close this gap through increased output, ratio-

nalization, or automation.

On the problem of raising productivity, Comrade Schiirer stated that
this must now be regarded as having only very limited potential for fur-
ther development. Productivity increases on the intended scale would
only be possible if the production sectors were able to utilize the neces-
sary raw materials, modern equipment, and modern facilities in the in-
terest of automation and rationalization. Since, in recent years, we have
mainly used the loans we have taken out for sociopolitical measures and
have not achieved, through our investments, the effects required to pro-
duce globally competitive products for the global market, these condi-
tions do not exist.

The working class can work as diligently as it likes or be willing to do
so—but if the raw materials are lacking, there will be periods of stand-
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still, and if specific spare parts are not delivered, especially from the
supply industry, which has been largely neglected, certain investment
projects (large facilities in various fields) will not go into operation.

The same question arises regarding the demand for import restric-
tions. Imports can only be reduced to a certain extent, but limiting im-
ports is necessary, especially in the consumer goods sector.

Such extravagances and uneconomical measures, such as a “Delikat
and Exquisit” program,’® imports of Golf automobiles,” and the con-
struction of building complexes in which equipment from [capitalist
countries] is installed, tie up large amounts of hard currency and ulti-
mately yield no results in the sphere of production. These must be halt-
ed immediately or at least kept at their current level in order to prevent
political damage and to avoid turning the population against the party
and state leadership.

This might still be possible with great efforts and increased debt with
[capitalist countries], but an acceleration of sociopolitical measures
would no longer guarantee domestic supply, would further restrict ex-
ports, and would lead to an even greater burden on the production sec-
tor of the cconomy.

Comrade Schiirer further stated that it was necessary to investigate
where the billions in industrial investments were going. In his opinion
they were not being used for the intended purpose and were not leading
to an increase in production or an improvement in working and living
conditions, but instead were being spent on building showcase facilities
such as swimming pools, opera houses, Young Pioneer palaces, and other
luxuries.

On this occasion Comrade Schiirer also stated that the planned FDJ
meeting in 1979 would, according to current estimates, cost approxi-
mately 250 million,”® tic up a large amount of construction capacity,
strain the transportation system, and lead to supply issues that would
need to be addressed. While he supports a youth meeting, he opposes
such an extravagant concept, which would contradict all principles of
fiscal prudence.

Comrade Schiirer went on to report that he had spoken openly about
all these issues within a small circle, consisting of Comrade Honecker,
Comrade Mittag, Comrade Stoph, and at times Comrade Krolikowski.
All his comments were brushed aside without much discussion, espe-
cially in connection with the submission of the 1978 plan and in connec-
tion with the main problems concerning the 1979 plan.
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He said that the first time he fell into “disfavor” was in 1975, during
an internal discussion with Comrade Honecker in the presence of Com-
rade Mittag, because on that occasion, too, he had reported objective-
ly on the situation. Comrade Honecker was incensed and asked him
whether he was against the resolutions of the Ninth Party Congress and
whether he wanted the resolutions of the Ninth Party Congress to be al-
tered.”” The factual arguments that he presented to Comrade Honecker
in the presence of Comrade Mittag fell on deaf ears. Comrade Mittag
kept a low profile throughout the discussion.

For approximately half a year, he had noticed that attacks on the
work of the SPK by the party leadership, fueled by Comrade Mittag,
had been intensifying. He had also repeatedly observed how General
Secretary Honecker had presented arguments against the SPK in inter-
nal consultations, as well as in the Politburo, which he had previously
heard in a similar form from Comrade Mittag.

Comrade Schiirer stated that the SPK was in the firing line and that
they were looking for someone to blame. He pointed out that in the his-
tory of the GDR this was not the first time the working methods of the
SPK had been made a scapegoat for serious economic predicaments.®°

Returning to the problems within the SPK apparatus, Comrade
Schiirer reported on the leadership meeting of April 21, 1978, during
which all these problems were discussed. It had been noted at the meet-
ing that investments in agriculture needed to be restricted further and
the planned growth rates of nitrogen, potash, and phosphorus fertilizer
for agriculture needed to be allocated to support the export of import-
ant machinery and equipment.

Comrade Lietz,” deputy chairman of SPK Agriculture, reacted to
this with particular consternation, saying he could not fulfill his role as
the planner responsible for agriculture under such conditions, and he
offered to resign. He said it was impossible to demand that he develop
a plan for 1979 corresponding with the situation in 1982 while at the
same time seeking to maintain the necessary funds at the 1977 level, yet
cutting everything required for increased production in favor of other
priorities.

He further pointed out that he could not work miracles. He had
been tasked with improving the situation with the non-socialist eco-
nomic area by running down the meat reserve of 10 kilotons, but this
was illusory! Because of the current situation, only 1.6 kilotons was avail-
able. He referred to such demands as charlatanism.
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He subsequently asked for it to be noted that he could no longer go
along with that sort of working method and that he had made his re-
marks on the issue as a candidate member of the Central Committee as
well. Comrade Schiirer stated that he had calmed Comrade Lietz down
and highlighted the causes.

Last week Comrade Lietz had been called in to Comrade Griine-
berg,®> who had studied the new objectives from the available materi-
als for 1979 during his retreat at the Baltic Sea. Subsequently, Comrade
Gruneberg had asked Comrade Lietz to openly oppose and reject any
cuts in funds for agriculture. If he failed to do so, Comrade Griineberg
would ensure that Comrade Lietz “be kicked out.” In this connection,
Comrade Griineberg had leveled a few harsh insults at Comrades Lietz
and Schiirer, as was his way, referring to Comrade Schiirer as a dyed-in-
the-wool bureaucrat who simply doggedly calculated his plan, etc.

Regarding the issue of nitrogen exports, Comrade Schiirer pointed
out that this entailed significant problems. His demands to limit nitro-
gen consumption in the GDR and to keep the use of nitrogen to fertilize
forests to a minimum would, for example, result in large forest areas in
the Cottbus region being left vulnerable to destruction. The industrial
agglomerations and the associated inadequate environmental protection
would have an active impact on forest stocks, the consequences of which
were currently incalculable (water management, etc.).

He added that the agricultural sector had been criticized in certain
matters some time ago, in early 1978. There were now a number of lead-
ing comrades who believed they could vent their frustration on the agri-
cultural sector to distract attention from their own problems. It was not,
however, possible to cut major investments for imports (modern facili-
ties and machinery) in the interest of increasing agricultural production,
which was indeed dependent on many different factors (weather, etc.).

It is unfortunately a recurring tendency that there is not the kind of
firm, unified leadership that the economy needs. Instead, one person
is played off against another, one person flatters another, particularly
among the party leadership and when speaking to the general secretary.
He said he had observed that the general secretary did not grasp the
complexity of the economic situation and was apparently unwilling to
address the problems. He increasingly relied on Comrade Mittag in all
matters. A year or two ago, it was still possible [for Schiirer] to discuss
pressing issues with Comrade Honecker. Today, he is rarely received or
listened to, and when he confronts Comrade Honecker with certain
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questions, the latter does not initially answer. Yet hardly has he returned
to his office before the general secretary calls him and issues instructions
that contradict the proposals made and that are exclusively the doings of
Comrade Mittag.

Comrade Schiirer said Comrade Honecker immediately called Com-
rade Mittag after such meetings to seck his advice. Comrade Schiirer
finds it extremely regrettable that Comrade Honecker surrounds him-
self with misguided advisers who, in Schiirer’s view, adopt Honecker’s
ideas and, regardless of their feasibility, attempt to force them through.

The relationship between him and Comrade Mittag has deteriorated
and reached a critical point over the past six months. Whereas Comrade
Mittag previously had all economic issues under his purview, that is,
within the Economic Commission, in the Working Group on the Bal-
ance of Payments, and in other commissions that still exist, from their
initial manifestation through to implementation and enforcement, it
has now become common for him to move everything out of his do-
main as secretary for the economy and to attempt to pass these issues on
to the government. While many measures were previously implemented
without informing the government and without obtaining the necessary
resolutions, Comrade Mittag is now, especially in connection with the
drafting and preparation of the 1979 plan, attempting to place all issues,
difficulties, and related matters within the government’s responsibility.
This is borne out by the planning consultations with ministers now be-
ing conducted by Comrades Stoph and Krolikowski.

With regard to Comrade Mittag as a person, Comrade Schiirer stated
that he held great respect for his diligence and intelligence. In Schiirer’s
opinion Mittag was able to assess very precisely all upcoming difficulties,
consequences, and complications. He was personally extremely ambi-
tious, intent on concentrating power in his own hands and exercising au-
thority. This was particularly evident in the way he organized the work
of his apparatus, his unfailing ability to enforce measures, both correct
and incorrect, his intolerance of the objections of experts, and in his
overall tactical behavior (additional remarks provided verbally).

Comrade Stoph® identifies solely with the tasks that he previously
presented for discussion in the Politburo and that have been confirmed
there, or those agreed in individual discussions between him and Com-
rade Honecker. He does not identify with economic actions, measures,
and decisions introduced without being presented to him, nor does he
show any interest in coming to terms with them.
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This results in Comrade Schiirer often finding himself entirely on his
own, confronted after the fact with decisions originating from the party
apparatus. He must then become reconciled to these decisions but often
finds himself unable to, as they create new imbalances in the propor-
tional development of the economy.

As an example, Comrade Schiirer pointed out that Comrade Tisch,®
apparently in consultation with the general secretary at the Party Con-
gress,% had announced that we would build an additional 100,000
apartments beyond the plan. He had had no prior knowledge of this and
was now being faced with the consequences. In particular, these 100,000
apartments entailed installing 100,000 bathtubs, 150,000 fixtures, gas
stoves, electric stoves, pipes, window glass, radiators, etc. These items
were not included in the five-year plan, but they would still have to be
procured—imports were out of the question, and additional produc-
tion was currently impossible, as in the best case, only the planned level
of new housing construction could be met, and even then a blind eye
would certainly have to be turned (since it was likely to include renova-
tion of old buildings, etc.).

In this context Comrade Schiirer stated that our price policy was not
economically viable, flew in the face of reality, and evidently stemmed
from a misguided idea. As raw materials, consumer goods, and other
products were becoming more expensive worldwide, even in the vast So-
viet Union, it was impossible for us to pursue and maintain a so-called
stable price policy in the little GDR. There was no justification for this,
he said, neither from a political nor from an economic point of view.
The current price policy was causing state subsidies in these sectors to
skyrocket. These subsidies were eating up a considerable share of the na-
tional income and thus reducing it. Furthermore, he said, expectations
were being created among our people that we cannot fulfill owing to our
price policy (as in the 1.7 billion shortfall in the Warenfonds for 1979).

Moreover, we are supplying the population of the People’s Republic
of Poland, the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, and, due to the open
border with West Germany, West Berlin, the transit routes, and visitors
to West Berlin with a large volume of cheap goods, food items in partic-
ular.

He said none of these measures or decisions had been properly
thought through, and the experts and economic specialists as well as the
ministers of the industrial sectors were usually confronted with such is-
sues only after the fact, and then compelled to somehow integrate them
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into a balanced economic development process. As for phenomena such
as those involving the Golf,” these were hardly worth discussing, as
there was essentially nothing that had not been mishandled in the Golf
matter.

In response to a question on the practicality of carrying out planned
compensation transactions® amounting to 10-12 billion VM, Com-
rade Schiirer explained that he was fundamentally in favor of carrying
out compensation transactions on a 100—100 basis, that is, covering or
paying the sum of the expenses with goods delivered. He saw in this ap-
proach a way to resolve several balance of payments issucs, to increase
exports, to produce globally competitive products, and to go some way
toward addressing the open question of the GDR’s supply of goods, thus
also tackling questions regarding the draining of purchasing power. He
emphasized, however, that we had so far built only one such facility for
this, namely, the newly constructed steel plant in Hennigsdorf. No oth-
er projects currently met these requirements.

Further issues were then discussed with Comrade Schiirer concern-
ing the construction sector and resulting complications (such as the
manipulation of plans in construction, the tendency to avoid complex
maintenance projects in favor of erecting new facilities and social cen-
ters, and even building FDGB resorts,” swimming pools, and other fa-
cilities); the close connection between the construction and industrial
sectors; coordination problems; and the conduct observed among min-
isters, directors of industrial combines, and BMK"™ general directors of
BMK-Ost (where there had been plan manipulations to the tune of 80
million).

In response to the question of how it was possible that, in the first
half of 1978, the Presidium of the Council of Ministers had already de-
cided on a reduction of approximately 845 million in the national eco-
nomic plan, Comrade Schiirer explained that the causes lay in the fact
that the demands had been unrealistic from the outset and had been
carried out solely under pressure from the party leadership, specifically
from Comrades Honecker and Stoph.

Comrade Schiirer said that he had fallen into “disfavor” for the sec-
ond time in 1977, when he presented the concept for the 1978 national
economic plan. The concept was decisively rejected, and unrealistic tar-
gets were incorporated into the plan, which was subsequently approved
by the Volkskammer.

The 1978 concept developed by the SPK had already included very
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substantial objectives. Targets had been set for investment policy, for
exports, and for reducing the payments deficit and preventing further
debt. It was his belief and that of his specialists that it would have been
possible to go a long way toward achieving these objectives if large-scale
sociopolitical burdens had not been shochorned into the plan. As a re-
sult, adjustments to the plan were now necessary and would continue to
be required throughout the year.

The issue of inventories exceeding planning” was revisited in the con-
versation as well. Comrade Schiirer stated that he had observed a growth
in these surplus inventories, which he expected to increase further over
time. Such occurrences, he explained, would inevitably arise whenever
the economic mechanism did not operate in line with the principle of
proportional economic development.

He used an example to illustrate that a significant portion of our
combines and enterprises were producing goods without contracts,
meaning their products were not tied to any specific demand, making
their distribution doubtful. This applied both to exports and to domes-
tic consumption. For instance, he said we were manufacturing a number
of machine tools without contractual sales agreements, resulting in fin-
ished products immediately being consigned to storage.

Another issue emerged in connection with the raw montan wax fac-
tory” that had burned down in 1972, a highly profitable export opera-
tion with a foreign currency profitability rate of 2.8.7> The facility was
rebuilt with imported equipment, but delays (in construction and de-
liveries) postponed its completion. Once the facility was completed, it
became clear that we could no longer sell its output, as our former cus-
tomers in [capitalist countries] had shifted to other raw materials or to
suppliers in other countries, so that we were now producing raw montan
wax only to be warchoused.

The topic of Commercial Coordination was raised in connection
with the discussion of the “Exquisit and Delikat” programs.

Comrade Schiirer stated that he had a generally positive opinion of
the head of the department, Comrade Schalck,™ as he had concluded
a number of good deals for the GDR. He noted, however, that owing
to spontaneous demands from Comrade Mittag at the behest of the
party leadership, a number of imbalances had been created through the
Commercial Coordination department, with economic consequences.
In this context he questioned whether Comrade Miclke could not exert
his influence to limit and eliminate such measures with their negative

GYCH - VOL. 9



impacts. He had the impression that Comrade Mielke was holding back
on these issues, as the Ministry for State Security was earning rather well
in the Commercial Coordination department.

A number of cadre issues were then discussed with Comrade Schiirer.
The conduct displayed by Comrade Krause™ was used as a pretext to
create certain conditions that would support the recall of the unofficial
collaborator “Kosmos™ from the Soviet Union and to potentially as-
sign him to the SPK in the future.
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The More Political, the Less Economic
A Comment on Andreas Malycha’s “Unvarnished Truths”

JONATHAN R. ZATLIN

When is economics really a question of politics? According to Andreas Ma-
lycha, it is when politicians ignore economic reality with impunity. His short
survey of the East German economy under Erich Honecker, who ruled the
German Democratic Republic (GDR) from 1971 to its collapse in 1989, fore-
grounds the tensions between the country’s economic needs and the party
leadership’s insistence on ignoring them. Alongside an engaging analysis of
the GDR’s economic development, Malycha’s tale includes examples of palace
intrigue, sycophantic yes-men, Cassandra-like truth tellers, and a security ap-
paratus willing to spy on its masters. These players infuse what is otherwise
a dismal portrait of foreseeable economic ruin and shocking political hybris
with an element of Greek tragedy.

In remarkably clear terms, Malycha explains that Honecker’s economic re-
forms, which initially drew support from a wide array of Sozialistische Ein-
heitspartei Deutschlands (SED—Socialist Unity Party of Germany) politicians,
were quickly overtaken by material realities, including the rising costs of natural
resources on international markets, the declining efficiency of the GDR’s industri-
al base, and the pitfalls of central planning. The convergence of these factors led
Honecker’s economic advisers, most prominently State Planning Commissioner
Gerhard Schiirer, to advocate for measures to slow the country’s accumulation of
foreign debt. Honecker refused, preferring to regard any criticism of his economic
policies as an attack on his person. Soon after, the GDR became effectively unable
to pay its bills, and the ensuing shocks to the East German economy contributed
mightily to the popular unrest that upended German communism in 1989. If
they knew where things were headed, however, why did party leaders accede to
Honecker’s refusal to accept any belt-tightening ? For Malycha the explanation
for this central question lies not in Marxist-Leninist ideology, policy preferences,
or institutional arrangements, but in a clash of personalities.



For those familiar with the latter half of the GDR’s existence, it will come
as no surprise that Honecker is the villain of Malycha’s story. Within years of
ousting his mentor and patron, Walter Ulbricht, in 1971, the self-styled general
secretary of the SED had become as imperious toward his colleagues as he was
impervious to economic reason. As many have pointed out, Honecker’s signature
program, entitled the “Principal Task of the Unity of Social and Economic Pol-
icy; was as poorly conceived as it was named. Despite the suggestion that social
and economic policy were somehow “united” in the “Principal Task,” both were
in fact subordinated to Honecker’s principal goal: raising living standards as a
method of securing communist rule. Placing consumption ahead of production,
however, marked a major departure from prior policy. Under Ulbricht the path
to prosperity in a country that claimed to be morally and economically superior
to capitalism was paved with increases in productivity, or how much is produced
relative to what is used to produce it. According to Ulbricht’s logic, captured
in such slogans as “the way we work today is the way we will live tomorrow;,”
investing in heavy industry here and now would enable future consumption.!

In contrast, Honecker, who came to power in part because Ulbricht’s policies
had thrown the planned economy into disarray, suggested that Ulbricht’s rela-
tive neglect of consumption had demoralized East Germans, thereby depressing
labor productivity, or how efficiently workers use their time and resources to
produce goods and services. Reasoning that raising consumption levels would
stimulate labor productivity, Honecker reversed the economic logic that had
prevailed under Ulbricht. As with his diplomatic successes, moreover, he seems
to have viewed increased living standards as meaningful only to the extent that
they increased political stability and thus the party’s power. The purpose of
the Principal Task, mostly referred to as “the Unity” in SED parlance, was to
deliver the improvements to consumption necessary to distance his leadership
from the relative austerity of Ulbricht’s rule while promoting greater compliance
with the SED’s control over East German institutions—and by extrapolation,
Honecker’s own power.

Though it seems irresponsible in retrospect, Honecker’s gamble that more
creature comforts might lead people to accept less freedom was not unreason-
able. Regimes as disparate as Suharto’s Indonesia, Augusto Pinochet’s Chile,
Vladimir Putin’s Russia, and Xi Jinping’s China have embraced a mix of expan-
sive political repression and partial market liberalizations aimed at muzzling
dissent while generating wealth.? One might argue, moreover, that Honecker’s
overestimation of labor productivity as a component of overall productivity
was ideologically rooted in Marxist-Leninist principles, deriving as it did from
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communism’s overemphasis on the working class as the subject of history. The
principal problem with the Principal Task, however, was that Honecker’s at-
tempt to buy East Germans off cost too much. The GDR’s moribund productive
capacities, hobbled as they were by the structural inefficiencies of economic
planning, were simply not up to the task of improving the country’s dilapidated
residential housing, much less manufacturing consumer goods in the quantity
and quality East Germans desired.* Starving East Germany’s aging industrial base
of key investments, moreover, eventually lowered productivity further, making
East German exports less competitive on international markets. As a result East
Germans under Honecker consumed more than they produced, living today the
way they were going to have to work tomorrow.

By the mid-1970s it had become abundantly clear to his economic advisers
that Honecker’s attempt to wag the political dog by its economic tail was bank-
rupting the country. He, however, refused to heed their warnings. Instead, he
doubled down on the Principal Task, even importing Western consumer goods to
supplement what the planned economy could supply. These Western items, from
jeans and shoes to cigarettes and coffee, were popular with East Germans. The
problem, however, was that the regime had to pay for them in hard currency. And
the GDR could not pay. Over time, East German exports to capitalist countries
faltered; even then, they mostly fetched less Western currency on international
markets than they cost to make at home. As the terms of trade shifted against
the GDR, the country’s balance of payments rapidly turned negative. Unable
to pay its bills, the socialist state was forced to turn to its capitalist neighbor
for handouts—most notably in 1983/84, when the Federal Republic bailed the
GDR out to the tune of 2 billion West German marks.

Relying on West German financial largesse to mitigate the financial failures
of the Principal Task had grave political ramifications. Borrowing money from
the West German social market economy not only underscored the planned
economy’s shortcomings, but it also mortgaged the future of German commu-
nism to the class enemy—to a hostile neighbor that shared the same language,
history, and customs, yet competed with the GDR for political legitimacy. In
practical terms the failure to create a socialist alternative to capitalist models of
consumerism invited unflattering comparisons with West German capitalism,
a system that boasted higher living standards, superior creature comforts, and
more political liberties. Over time this meant that SED leaders discredited the
planned economy through their own policies in much the same way that their
public preference for driving Swedish Volvos over East German Trabants de-
meaned the GDR’s automotive industry. One might even argue that Honeck-
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er’s attempt to extract political acquiescence from the population in return for
material concessions not only backfired, but also underscored for most East
Germans that the GDR was running on empty.

Where there is a villain, there is always a hero. In Malycha’s tale, that is Schiirer,
the man who became state planning commissioner when his predecessor, Erich
Apel, committed suicide in 1965 after Ulbricht blamed him for the failure of
his reforms. In 1973 Schiirer became a candidate member of the Politburo as a
reward for helping Honecker topple Ulbricht and consolidate his power. Alone
among Honecker’s advisers, it was Schiirer who consistently offered objections
to the general secretary’s economic policies. Repeatedly rebuffed by Honecker,
yet desperate to make himself heard, Schiirer eventually turned to the Stasi. As
Malycha observes, Schiirer’s conversation with Colonel Horst Roigk revealed
nothing that the Stasi leadership did not already know. Instead, Malycha portrays
Schiirer as a victim of the “ongoing struggle” that raged inside him “between
economic expertise and party discipline.” Malycha is almost wistful regarding
what might have been had Schiirer not acquiesced to the “political pressure from
the general secretary and the majority of the Politburo.”

Perhaps I have become cynical as I grow older and things unravel in the liberal-
democratic West, but any story that assumes a top politician would speak truth
to power gives me pause. Any tale that transforms the Stasi into the guardian of
the truth, however, is a very tall tale indeed. Let us take each argument in turn,
but end by separating the policy from the person, so that affective allegiances
to social theory and sympathy for specific actors do not distort an otherwise
sober evaluation of the way that the GDR’s institutional arrangements allowed
political interest to confuse economic reason.

That Schiirer was courageous where Honecker was feckless is beyond doubt.
In April 1977, for example, Schiirer and Economic Secretary Giinter Mittag
banded together to impress upon Honecker that a change in economic course
was necessary. In a joint letter they warned that the Principal Task had permitted
“years of excessive imports of commodities which, after their use in the GDR,
do not contribute directly to increasing productivity and thereby to the source
of their repayment.”” Honecker responded by rejecting their arguments out of
hand and accusing them of insubordination. In a 1995 interview Schiirer told
me that Honecker was so upset that he became “furious and red in the face,
insisting that “the cause [of the debt] is not, as you wrote, that more has been
consumed since 1971 than produced.”® The general secretary then accused his
advisers of secking to humiliate him before the party. “What has been suggest-
ed means deep cuts [in the standard of living]. We would have to go before
the Central Committee and say: We did not foresce this or we lied to you.” In

92 GYCH - VOL. 9



other words, Honecker could not conceive that he had made what we might call
a capital mistake, preferring instead to believe that the party (and therefore his
leadership) could not be wrong because it had history on its side.

It is certainly possible to view this intervention by Schiirer and Mittag as a
turning point that failed to turn. Taken aback by Honecker’s vehemence, both
men beat a hasty retreat, apologizing for their audacity and declaring their un-
conditional fealty to Honecker. As Malycha observes, party discipline certainly
played a role in their decision. To this we might add the political mystique of
Honecker’s biography, for he had impeccable antifascist credentials, incarcerated
as he was from 1935 to 1945 in various Nazi prisons, while Schiirer and Mittag
had loyally served the “Third Reich.”" The strength of Malycha’s argument is not
simply its psychologically satisfying condemnation of Honecker’s irresponsibility
or the way it plays up Schiirer’s moral integrity, but also its use of these two per-
sonalities to understand how politics could triumph over economics. To restate
Malycha’s argument in conceptual terms, Communist Party discipline coupled
with the absence of democratic deliberation fueled the narcissistic proclivities
of Honecker, the autocrat. At a structural level, Malycha’s analysis acknowledges
a central irony of communist rule, namely that the GDR, a regime whose claim
to legitimacy rested on the argument that politics was merely an expression of
economic conflict, was undone by communist politicians who turned a blind
eye to economic reality, thus turning their own ideological order on its head.

An alternative explanation for Schiirer’s behavior is that he, too, loved power,
but was nowhere as shrewd a politician as Honecker. Along these lines, Schiirer
and Mittag’s intervention in 1977 can be read as a model of political miscalcula-
tion. By 1976 Honecker had outmanecuvered his former allies in the coup against
Ulbricht, consolidated his power, and silenced any talk of collective leadership
(a series of events that took place in parallel with and connected to the jockeying
for power in Moscow, which only increased Soviet strongman Leonid Brezh-
nev’s sympathy for Honecker). The two men waited to effect change at a most
inopportune moment; with Honecker’s rivals weakened, Schiirer and Mittag
were left politically exposed. No politician surrenders power voluntarily, and
Honecker had no incentive to give up his policymaking powers to Schiirer and
Mittag. The same was true for Schiirer and Mittag. Each man in his own way
desired power far more than they did the GDR’s welfare. The difference between
the two men lay not in their loyalties to Honecker or economic reason, but in
their talents and shamelessness.

By all accounts Mittag was the more talented but also the more shameless.
Wary of losing his position as economic secretary, Mittag submitted to Honeck-
er without reservation. He soon became Honecker’s most effective attack dog,
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ruthlessly shutting down any criticism whatsoever of his master’s policies.” In
fact Mittag’s love of power was so complete that he willingly placed his con-
siderable economic talents in the service of policies he knew were disastrous.
He was supremely skilled at the kind of backroom politics that mattered in the
dictatorship. His talent for undermining existing precedent and deliberative
bodies is best illustrated by his creation of the Economic Commission, which
effectively usurped the economic functions of the state during the 1980s. As
Gerhard Beil, the minister for foreign trade from 1986 to 1990, put it, “if you
were not a member, you had no say. But if you were a member, you had to deliver
what Mittag wanted.”

Despite his economic expertise and political gifts, Mittag was a model syco-
phant of the kind that rigidly hierarchic regimes often produce, whether they
are autocracies, capitalist enterprises, or private universities. At every turn Mit-
tag managed upward and kicked downward, demonstrating his loyalty toward
the general secretary in the most servile of ways, then humiliating ministers
and maltreating managers in rearguard attempts to improve East German pro-
ductivity. To the GDR’s great detriment, Mittag inspired so much trust in the
general secretary that he became the second most powerful man in the GDR,
and so much loathing in his colleagues that he became the most hated figure in
the SED. If ever there were a blackguard, it was surely Mittag.

By contrast Schiirer cut a more sympathetic figure. But that hardly makes
him a hero, much less the defender of the GDR’s economic virtue. Yet historians
(including me) have generally portrayed Schiirer in a more positive light than
his actions merit. It is tempting, given the narrative requirements of economic
history, to make Schiirer into the ventriloquist’s dummy. After all, even the most
technical accounts of the planned economy necessitate distinctions between
“sound” and “unsound” economic logic. Where Honecker and Mittag were the
progenitors of bad policy, Schiirer’s warnings usefully serve as a touchstone of
economic reason amid the confusion of competing political imperatives.

Schiirer was also willing to speak openly with researchers. That is best illus-
trated by his cooperation with Hans-Hermann Hertle, whose pathbreaking work
helped map conflicts over policy among SED leaders.”” My own experience with
Schiirer was that he was generally a more engaging discussion partner than almost
any other East German politician I had the good fortune to interview, from Egon
Krenz to Hans Modrow, and Christa Luft to Lothar de Maziére. Schiirer also
lent me his professional network, which enabled me not only to build my own,
but also to speak with numerous second-tier figures, who had things to say that
were often more valuable than their bosses. After rereading my own work, it is
fair to say that I was too kind to Schiirer. I think Malycha is as well.
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Setting aside the demands of storytelling and the myopia of contemporary
historians, however, the sources suggest that Schiirer was more attracted to power
than policy. Periodically, Schiirer would satisfy his economic instincts by artic-
ulating his apprehensions about the GDR’s growing debt. But he did so only on
paper. After the GDR collapsed, Schiirer portrayed himself as the chief defender
of the country’s economic health, claiming that he had warned Honecker as early
as 1972 that his policies were bankrupting the GDR.™ If he did speak out that
carly, the archives are mute witnesses, which suggests that Schiirer’s warnings
were at best ineffective. In 2002 Beil contended that Schiirer’s protocols were
self-serving, and warned against “retrospective attempts to find principled resis-
tance where there are only objections to specific forms.” To illustrate his point,
Beil pointed out that Schiirer was the main source of the 1977 altercation over
runaway consumption. At the very least, Beil maintained, Schiirer exaggerated
his resistance to Honecker; at the worst, he was a coward.”” Beil’s harsh assess-
ment of Schiirer’s person was every bit a function of his obvious distaste for
him, his own frustrations at Honecker’s obstinacy, and a continued allegiance
to anticapitalism that viewed Schiirer as treasonous, all of which he relayed in
conversation years after the GDR had collapsed.

Whatever Beil’s biases, there is little evidence that Schiirer did more than
register his views in Politburo meetings. After the 1977 meeting with Mittag
and Honecker, there is no indication that Schiirer worked against Honecker
or with his critics—and there were quite a few—to effect real change in eco-
nomic policy. It is true that Schiirer’s concerns became flashpoints for tensions
over Honecker’s leadership from time to time, but not because he intended it.
In 1980, for example, Willi Stoph scized on one of Schiirer’s gloomy forecasts
about the consequences of slowing economic growth to challenge Honecker
during a Politburo meeting. Once one of Honecker’s chief rivals, Stoph had
joined together with him to push Ulbricht aside, and briefly served as head of
state before Honecker removed him in 1976; during the revolution of 1989, it
was the disgruntled Stoph who moved to dismiss Honecker from his leadership
positions. In 1980, however, Honecker and Mittag successfully shut Stoph down
by attacking the state planning commissioner’s prognostications. Among other
things Honecker dismissed concerns about the GDR’s debt, rashly reassuring
his colleagues that “some comrades were saying that we would go bankrupt now.
There can be no talk of that.” Schiirer did not contradict the general secretary.'®
Nor did he remind Honecker that he had been right once his predictions that
the GDR faced insolvency were vindicated a few years later, much less use this
turn of events to force a policy correction. Clearly, Schiirer was not worried
enough about the economy to do something about it, much less risk his utility
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to a boss who cagerly sidelined uncomfortable colleagues. He was not the man
to play Honecker to Honecker’s Ulbricht.

In 1988 Stoph launched a more carefully orchestrated assault on Honecker’s
leadership, once again using one of Schiirer’s reports as the pretext. Schiirer’s
memorandum, which proposed drastic reductions in the subsidies for consumer
goods that were at the core of Honecker’s policies, was confidential. But Stoph
obtained a copy and circulated it to members of the Politburo and the Council
of Ministers in any case, effectively making Schiirer’s proposals public.” Mittag
responded predictably, refuting Schiirer’s thirteen pages with a thirty-five-page
screed of his own. This time, however, Stoph did not allow himself to be silenced.
Declaring that the GDR’s financial predicament was “no longer tolerable for any
of us,” Stoph suggested that Honecker had been disloyal to the party by driving
the GDR into debt.® Rather than speak out on his own behalf or support Stoph,
however, Schiirer once again remained silent. Honecker successfully dismissed the
report as too technical and unworthy of further discussion. The moment passed.

All of this is a way of saying that Schiirer risked little to prevent the GDR
from the fate he knew awaited it. Malycha explains Schiirer’s inaction by ar-
guing that his loyalty to economic veracity was negated by his loyalty to the
Communist Party. There are other possible explanations for Schiirer’s apparent
paralysis, however. Alongside his affective attachments to Marxism-Leninism
and his political clumsiness, Schiirer was simply too attached to power to risk
his positions at the top of the party and state. He was careful to avoid giving
enough offense that Honecker might remove him. But neither did he choose to
resign, much less follow the example of his predecessor, Apel, even though he
certainly admitted to toying with both possibilities: every morning, he claimed,
he eyed the bullet hole from Apel’s pistol in the wall, which he had refused to
spackle over as a way of reminding himself of the significance of his position.”
Perhaps that bullet hole helped him reconcile himself to the loneliness of a bat-
tle for a cause he knew was lost. Whatever the case, he accepted the limitations
of his position over time, retreating into understanding his role as Mittag and
Honecker did—as implementing rather than making policy. More importantly,
the considerable power he wielded made it easier for him to absorb his collisions
with Honecker and Mittag,

The conflicts over economic policy in the Politburo form only part of the
context that produced the document that Malycha discovered in the archives.
From that conversation, it would be easy to conclude that Schiirer sought to
draw the security apparatus into action against Honecker and Mittag by pass-
ing sensitive information about the GDR’s financial health to a high-ranking
Stasi agent. In fact, however, the meeting was most likely routine, for Roigk
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was Schiirer’s liaison at the Stasi. Roigk worked in Main Department XVIII
of the Ministry for State Security (MfS), which was charged with protecting
the integrity of the East German economy; as director of Section 4, he was re-
sponsible for the activities of the State Planning Commission. Because of their
respective positions, moreover, the two men had known each other for quite
some time. Early in his career Roigk had overseen the transfer of money from
West German churches to their East German counterparts. In 1966 he briefly
led KoKo (Bereich Kommerzielle Koordinierung), an organization founded to
bolster the GDR’s solvency by engaging in clandestine hard-currency activities.
A few months later he was replaced by Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski, whose
ingenuity soon made KoKo a large source of hard-currency revenue indispensable
to the regime, after which Roigk joined Main Department XVIIL* Roigk’s per-
sonal reasons for disliking Schalck converged with his ideological identification
with the USSR. Like many Stasi agents, but particularly the members of Main
Department XVIII, Mittag and Schalck’s attempt to resolve the GDR’s financial
constraints by expanding trade relations with the West took on the contours
of a security risk. In short, Schiirer knew his criticism of the GDR’s economic
trajectory would fall on sympathetic cars.”

This tussle over the GDR’s Cold War orientation had less to do with a clash
of personalities, economic expertise, or party discipline than the very real im-
pediments to modernizing the East German economy. As a small country the
GDR possessed neither the domestic markets nor the natural resources to go
it alone. As a closed society the GDR could hardly accept Western technology
without fear of becoming dependent on its capitalist enemies. Relying on the
Soviet Union to innovate its way out of this financial quagmire, however, scemed
like a losing bet, for the Soviets were falling further and further behind the dig-
ital transformation of Western societies. Under Mikhail Gorbachev, moreover,
the Soviets sought to live within their own means, slashing the subsidies for the
natural resources, such as oil, on which the GDR relied. These threats to the
GDRs survival, together with West Germany’s concerted efforts to undermine
East Germany’s autonomy, however peacefully, made for unlikely coalitions in-
side the Politburo. Even Stasi chief Erich Mielke, one of Honecker’s most loyal
intimates, was taken aback by the row in 1980 between Honecker and Stoph
over consumption. Anxious to understand the substance of the argument, Miel-
ke tasked Roigk with putting together a report that December on the GDR’s
economic health. Roigk seized the opportunity to sound the alarm and offered a
scathing critique of Mittag and Schalck’s westward tilt. But the status-conscious
Miclke, furious that Roigk had dared to criticize the economic secretary of the
Central Committee of the SED, ordered Roigk to destroy the report, formally
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reprimanded him, and forced two of Roigk’s coworkers to exercise self-criticism
for their arrogance. Mielke’s outrage over Roigk’s lapse in protocol, however, did
nothing to assuage his concerns about the increasingly comfortable relationship
with West Germany or clarify his confusion about the GDR’s financial future.
To learn more he turned to Roigk’s boss, Main Department XVIII chief Licu-
tenant General Alfred Kleine, and requested a more considered report on the
state of the economy. Kleine’s report was more diplomatic but no less damning
of the Principal Task.

At this juncture Mielke could have allied himself with Stoph, who also saw
the GDR’s economic salvation in Moscow rather than Bonn. But Mielke was
completely loyal to Honecker. For his help in overthrowing Ulbricht, Honecker
had rewarded Mielke personally and institutionally. Not only did the general
secretary bring the minister for state security into the Politburo, making him a
full member in 1976 (in contrast to Schiirer, who remained a candidate mem-
ber), but Honecker eagerly embraced the importance of the security apparatus
as part of his approach to governance. At some point during the 1970s, the two
men started meeting privately after every Politburo session to discuss what had
transpired. Honecker also allowed Mielke to expand the Stasi’s reach dramati-
cally, more than doubling the number of police agents between 1971 and 1989.

This is all a roundabout way of saying that the analysis of Schiirer’s character
is fascinating, for we all want to know more about the personalities of people in
power, especially autocrats. But his actions do not explain why political fancy
won out over economic reality. At a conceptual level, disputes over personalities
and even policies are epiphenomenal; in the GDR, they were manifestations of
the institutional arrangements and affective allegiances that shaped the East Ger-
man dictatorship. Contrasting Schiirer’s relative moral integrity with Honecker’s
denial of economic reality makes for a good story, but it obscures the basic fact
that, no matter who ran the State Planning Commission, it was fundamentally
incapable of holding producers to planning targets or protecting the plan from
politically motivated (mis)allocations of resources. In the last analysis, the Plan-
ning Commission was a politically disempowered organization charged with
an economically impossible task. More importantly, the idea that Roigk might
somehow have employed his conversation with Schiirer to salvage the GDR’s
economy from the dustheap of history thoroughly misrepresents the Stasi’s in-
stitutional purpose. In contrast to the State Planning Commission, the Stasi
wielded real power. But it did so by producing knowledge through surveillance,
blackmail, and violence, which it then used to obtain the willing and unwilling
compliance of the population. Because it traded in lies and intimidation, the
MIS was by definition incapable of acting as a whistleblower. As an essential
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tool of the party’s hegemony over East German society, moreover, “the shield
and the sword of the party” was institutionally incapable of acknowledging
that some truths were beyond even the SED’s power to control. Besides, even
if Mielke had been able to jump over his shadow, the Stasi’s violent response to
popular protests during 1989 suggests just how costly its attempt to rescue the
dictatorship would have been.

In the end the GDR collapsed not because Honecker refused to listen to
economic reason, Schiirer was too torn between his economic expertise and his
party loyalty to stand up for his views, Mittag was odious, Roigk spoke truth to
power, or Mielke was secretive and violent. The GDR collapsed because its po-
litical leadership kicked the economic can down the road until it ran out of road.
The SED’s most compelling claim to political power lay in its argument that the
planned economy was efficacious and just, and an important guardrail against
that most extreme iteration of capitalism, fascism. The fact that the economy
guaranteed the SED’s political irrelevance and facilitated the dissolution of the

GDR is cither tragic or farcical, depending on your point of view.
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The Leipzig Educational Program for
Journalists during the Ulbricht Era

CHRISTIAN SCHEMMERT AND DANIEL SIEMENS

Soon after its creation, the University of Leipzig’s School of Journalism developed into the
main academic training center for journalists in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). For
the most part, scholars have described the School as a propaganda arm of the Sozialistische
Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED—Socialist Unity Party of Germany), run by Stalinist hard-
liners who drummed the communist classics into their students’ heads. In contrast, this article
emphasizes the institutional constraints on officials, lecturers, and students in Journalism as
well as their cooperation with party and state watchdogs, including the Agitation and Propa-
ganda Department of the Central Committee of the SED and the Stasi. It analyzes the curric-
ular history and political aims of academic journalism in Leipzig through the 1960s. It argues
that the primary goal of journalistic education in Leipzig consisted of bringing all forms of
media in the GDR under the party’s control by disciplining the consciousness of future jour-
nalists. To that end, the School of Journalism designed a system of cognitive control that would
contribute to the formation of thought patterns and behavioral routines that facilitated the

editorial work of its graduates on a daily basis.

In the final years of rule by the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands
(SED—Socialist Unity Party of Germany) it became virtually impossible for
the party leadership to find out what ordinary East Germans thought about
politics—at any rate, not from the state-run mass media. Ultimately it was not
until 1989, the year of the revolution, when the basic model of media reporting
determined exclusively by the state began to change, giving way to a process
of political decision-making based on comparative observation that took the
population into account as a relevant factor.! As a consequence of this new
media policy, all citizens were now able to read and hear about issues such as
freedom of the press and opinion, freedom to travel, and freedom of assembly,
which in previous decades the SED had addressed only occasionally in order
to initiate very narrowly circumscribed public “discussions.” For both the rul-



ers and the ruled, November 1989 took on a special significance as the time
when the East German mass media gradually began to reflect a world that lay
beyond the explicit guidelines issued by the SED and internalized by media
professionals.

By its very nature, the East German political system had a problem with
self-reflection, given that those in power equated consensus with efficiency and
stability, while regarding inefficiency and instability as side effects of a liberalist
order, which they strictly rejected.? The ambition to create social unity according
to a plan per se overestimated the capacity of political organizations to bring
this about—a miscalculation that largely corresponded with the self-image of
their members.*

The SED leadership’s aspiration for control extended to all aspects of social
life, including the minds of the country’s citizens. Consequently it attempted to
establish a political public sphere that—as a deliberately chosen counter-model
to capitalist societies—was from the very beginning to have no truck with plu-
ralism of opinion. This entailed a radical project of social planning designed to
remodel society. In keeping with this, and in common with both the Nazi regime
and Sovict-style state socialism, journalistic practice in the German Democratic
Republic (GDR) sought not to eliminate but to unify public opinion,’ a phe-
nomenon that has yet to be studied in detail.® The present essay seeks to address
this gap, asking what contribution an analysis of journalistic training can make to
amedia history of the GDR in the broader context of comparative rescarch on
dictatorships. It takes as an example the Institute of Communications (starting
in 1954 the School of Journalism) at Karl Marx University in Leipzig.

After World War II the University of Leipzig became a center for the aca-
demic training of journalists in the GDR.” The purpose of this training was to
give would-be journalists a thorough schooling in the theory and practice of
their trade in order subsequently to employ them in the mass media, which
remained loyal to the state. Despite the central significance of the journalistic
training in Leipzig, many aspects of its history remain unstudied. The existing
research consists primarily of older studies on the so-called Red Monastery, which
though accurate in their details are mainly descriptive or strongly autobiograph-
ical.® In addition there are self-portraits, academic theses, and other university
publications from the GDR,’ as well as students” and lecturers’ recollections;
these, however, make little actempt at a critical analysis.” Even the more recent
historiography on the history of the GDR has, with a few exceptions, accorded
journalism only cursory treatment." Very little is known about journalism in the
Ulbricht era,” even though an analysis of these years shows especially well how

the SED dictatorship was not only established but also supported by the mass
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media. In this period we find elements both of political transformation and of
continuity of the authoritarian state, as well as reminiscences of particular forms
of a left-wing alternative public sphere in the Weimar Republic.

Appeal for a Double Contextualization

Among higher education institutions in the GDR, the School of Journalism
was a special academic establishment, as the labels often applied to it illustrate:
it was described as a barracks-like training academy and propaganda institu-
tion headed by a squad of Stalinist “hardliners” who indoctrinated their “cadre
pupils” with communist classics in the middle of “Stasiland.” But reducing the
journalist to a kind of “homo economicus” of the East German media whose
actions were stable, predictable, and animated by automatic reflexes is uncon-
vincing.” Rather, the journalism training in Leipzig needs to be systematically
contextualized and examined with a view to the programming and internaliza-
tion of pre-conscious routines of action.!*

It was not only censorship that played a key role in everyday working life in
the East German media, but also the self-selection of future journalists and their
adaptation to the demands of the system, a skill they honed throughout their
studies.” As a now leading journalist in public radio who graduated from the
Leipzig School in the 1980s remarked, the young journalists selected for training
were without exception people who were prepared to relinquish their personal
ideas about the profession in favor of complete subordination to party goals.
Criticism was frowned on and radically suppressed: “Anyone who did not sub-
mit, anyone who expressed fundamental doubts about the system, had to go.”*

This spotlight on the logic followed by journalism in the GDR brings the
aim of the present essay into view: to integrate the socialization experiences of
young journalists more closely than before into an overall interpretation of the
history of the mass media. An analysis of the journalistic training in Leipzig, for
instance, promises to provide some answers to the much-discussed question of
how journalists knew—in the absence of a pre-censorship authority—what they
were allowed to inform the public about and whether they always had to be told
what to write. At the Leipzig School journalists were not only taught the nuts
and bolts of communicating information but also a specifically socialist ideology
of their profession. Partisanship, rather than the “mere journalism” stigmatized
by the SED,"” was the principle to be followed even during the training: “The
journalist is a political functionary. He or she uses the tools of journalism to
change how people think and feel, how they behave, and thus actively fights
for the realization of the party’s resolutions. A thorough mastery of the party’s
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resolutions is therefore absolutely fundamental to the work of a journalist. [. . .]
The responsibilities of a journalist require a person who is active, militant, and
persevering; they require an ability to win people’s trust, to work together with
them, to teach them, and to learn from them.”'®

In the following we will examine how the political leadership succeeded in
institutionalizing the behavioral expectations of this “new type” of journalist,
in other words, in training a new generation of young journalists suitable to oc-
cupy key positions in the mass media. Since the subject of journalistic training
in East German society can by no means be fully understood through analyzing
individual actors based on their personal relationships, one needs to go beyond
Karl Marx University if one wants to understand the School of Journalism. It
was not exclusively on the micro-level of social interaction that the school es-
tablished itself as a “field of social activity,” but also on the meso-level of institu-
tional entanglements. Seen from this perspective, the school does not appear as
a “pure object” of actors with enormous resources, such as the party leadership
and Ministry for State Security (MfS), “but rather as a complex social system
that is more than the sum of its formal organizational structure.””

In other words, our aim is to arrive at a fruitful contrast between the social
relationships within the profession, on the one hand, and those with the outside
world, on the other—two realms that were mutually and inextricably connect-
ed. This essay is therefore constructed to reflect this analytical premise. After a
brief introduction to the history of the institution, the initial focus will be on
the school administration. Here the question of how the respective deans and
their party representatives within the school dealt with conflicts is of particular
interest. More specifically we look at how two of the most important actors,
the SED and the Staatssicherheit (Stasi—State Security), both influenced and
were influenced by the interactions taking place in the school. The final section
is devoted to the students’ individual goals and the objective constraints under
which they trained as journalists. A special focus is placed on identity conflicts
and specific forms of individuality.

From Reporting to Journalism

The historian of Eastern Europe Hugh Seton-Watson wrote in an influential
book in the carly 1950s that the reconstruction and transformation of East
Central European societies, what he called an “East European revolution,” was
being implemented in all socialist countries from outside and from above. In
this process of Sovietization the elimination of local knowledge and traditional

practices was just as inevitable as the failure to take into account the experienc-
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es of previous generations. It would not be long, Seton-Watson predicted at the
time, before the residual differences between the Eastern Bloc states and the
Soviet Union were eliminated.?

Recent research concerned specifically with the history of universities in
socialist societies post-1945 draws a mixed picture, particularly with respect to
the preservation of academic traditions, which, owing to differing political and
cultural starting points, in some cases varied considerably.”’ In the meantime it
has become clear that the establishment of the Soviet higher education model
in the GDR was not solely the product of political intervention from outside
and above. Rather, it might better be described as a consequence of the interplay
between university and non-university authorities.” Even if the University of
Leipzig—the most important university in the GDR alongside the Humboldt
University in Berlin—is now one of the best-researched universities in Germa-
ny,? its School of Journalism has so far not been subjected to a critical historical
examination. Yet it serves as a good illustration of how revolutionary interven-
tions (in Seton-Watson’s sense) on the part of the Soviet occupying power and
the SED leading functionaries in Berlin interacted with local traditions and
internal university processes.

The carly years after World War II were a time of reorientation for the Uni-
versity of Leipzig. This also applied to the discipline of journalism, which had a
tradition there: the Institute for Newspaper Science, founded by Karl Biichers in
1916, was Germany’s first research facility for the history and working methods
of the press. The discipline of journalism, which until 1945 had been part of the
College of Arts (and returned there from 1951 to 1954, after several intermediate
periods at the Faculties of Economics and Social Sciences, as well as Sociology),
was able only gradually to return to a normal teaching routine under the new
political regime. One of the main reasons for this were the “Alrlasten” (ques-
tionable political roles under the Nazi regime) among the staff.** After the war
the department had only one full professor in the person of Gerhard Menz.”
Moreover, it was only possible to keep regular teaching going in those years
with the help of temporary lecturers, and even that was difficult. The wording
in the revised journalistic curriculum for the fall semester of 1951 was telling:
“The comprehensive program of lectures [. . .] will be prepared in stages with
specific focuses.”*

The City of Leipzig had already approached the university administration
in March 1946, asking it to examine the possibility of establishing a “school of
journalism for Saxony.”” Initially, however, the university administration was
evasive. It was worried about losing its academic autonomy and evidently feared
agrowth in political influence. It informed the city that the existingjournalism
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program offered a “fully fledged academic training.” It did express, however, that
it would be pleased to engage in a fruitful collaboration if the city wished to
increase personnel at the existing institute.” When the pilot project for party-
loyal training for journalists led by Anton Ackermann and Franz Dahlem at the
Karl Marx Party Academy looked set to fail in late spring 1947,% Walter Ulbricht
spoke up for Leipzig in a letter to Wilhelm Pieck and Otto Grotewohl: “Would
it not be expedient to reopen the Institute for Newspaper Culture in Leipzig?
This institute used to train journalists. In this way we would achieve a stronger
influence on the training of journalists, and allow students training to be party
editors to obtain state recognition after graduating from the university, which
could be part of the Department of Sociology.”* It took until 1950, however,
before the SED party executive decided to expand the training of journalists
in Leipzig.

In 1949/50 it was initially the returned émigré Hermann Budzislawski who
tried to reform the Leipzig journalism program. Budzislawski, who had come
back to Germany in 1948 and was immediately appointed a professor while at
the same time joining the SED, replaced Menz, who had held the chair until then
and was a member of the East German Christian Democratic Union. Initially
the SED leadership deemed Budzislawski a highly suitable candidate to expand
and reform the study program, given that he had been writing for the left-liberal
newspaper Welthihne since the late 19205 and had continued to run it from ex-
ile in Prague in the 1930s, albeit by then with a clearly pro-Soviet slant. During
World War II Budzislawski had lived in exile in the United States, where among
other things he had worked as a ghostwriter for the American journalist and
writer Dorothy Thompson and as a columnist under the pseudonym Donald Bell.
He was also a co-founder of the so-called Council for a Democratic Germany
and was one of the left-wing intellectuals that the Communist Party of Germany
and the SED courted soon after the war.”! His original wish to return to editing
Weltbiihne was, however, not to the liking of the party leadership. “Better to
use him in a teaching position,” Walter Ulbricht ordered at the end of 1946.%
Budzislawski later recalled that the party had told him directly after his return
from the United States to regard himself as a “political professor;,” who should
“divide his energy between the university and immediate political assignments.”®

Since, however, as a returned émigré from the West Budzislawski was for a
time considered unreliable,* the Central Committee’s Agitation Department
summoned him on November 22, 1950, and relieved him of his function. A
year later Budzislawski wrote that his “elimination” had not caught him entirely
unprepared, since his plan to expand and transform journalism into a “Marxist
discipline” had fallen on deaf ears, at least among the Party’s local branches.”
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On November 27, 1950, the minister of education, Paul Wandel, had ordered
the immediate dissolution of the Institute of Communications at the College
of Social Sciences. Instead, with effect from December 1, a new chair for com-
munications and newspaper science was to be established at the University of
Leipzig.* The chair was filled by Eduard Schulz, who had only just become a
professor in early December 1950 (and who soon thereafter was appointed di-
rector of the institute). Schulz, however, fled with his family to West Berlin on
June 29, 1951, after being accused of committing rape.”

From January s, 1951, the Leipzig journalism training program operated under
the name Institute of Communications and Newspaper Science with a rapidly
growing number of students. Whereas during 1951 some 70 students, mainly from
“petit bourgeois” (to use the party’s internal language) backgrounds, commenced
their studies, three years later the number of registered students had risen to
370. In accordance with instructions from the minister of education issued on
January 8, 1951, they were accommodated in “boarding-school-like conditions”
in order to be able to keep them under closer surveillance.?® Professor Wilhelm
Eildermann, for many years a Communist Party functionary and who became
director of the Institute of Communications on August 1, 1951,% sought in 1954
to justify this type of accommodation because it would improve the necessary
“intensive political and moral education” of the students.*” The number of stu-
dents was further swelled in fall 1953 by distance learners, who numbered 230
in the first year, as well as by “qualification programs for editors of the socialist
press,” attended by as many as 100 persons per year. In 1954 the institute was
proud to announce a significant increase in the number of “workers’ and peas-
ants children” enrolling (in 1953 it was said to be 76 percent of all freshmen);
in addition, a large percentage of female students (46 percent) was recorded for
that same year." The rapidly growing number of both students and staff led in
1954 to the institute’s status being elevated; borrowing the terminology used in
the Soviet Union, in the fall it officially became the School of Journalism. This
reorganization was intended to prepare graduates better than had previously
been the case for the “requirements of [journalistic] practice, but not to the
detriment of their academic training.”**

The School and Its Actors

September 1, 1954, is oflicially regarded as the day the School of Journalism was
founded. In the meantime, Hermann Budzislawski had been rehabilitated and
was now appointed dean with the approval of the SED Central Committee.
After an initial period of personal difficulties when his path to high political of-
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fice was blocked—partly by his later boss Albert Norden, whom he had known
since his emigration®—he began from 1951/52 onward to develop into the cen-
tral figure in journalistic training in Leipzig, where he proved to be tactically
adept at balancing party and school interests. Early accusations by the SED
District Committee** directed at the university that his “class consciousness”
was underdeveloped, and his allegiance to the party wanting, did not obstruct
Budzislawski’s career in Leipzig in the long term, especially as he proved highly
capable of adapting to the political environment.”

With a doctorate in economics Budzislawski was also the driving intellectual
force behind the textbook Sozialistische Journalistik, published in 1966. This
work, which taught the foundations of journalism and was based on a series of
lectures that Budzislawski had given, was one of the few school publications
to be printed by a regular East German publisher rather than just being hand-
ed out as lecture notes to students. However, this textbook occupies a special
place for another reason too: this was the first time an attempt had been made
to go beyond a purely abstract theory of socialist journalism and to underpin
it empirically in social science terms. Naturally it was based on the premise of a
new social order, but within these limits it was innovative, even in international
comparison. Especially the sections on the impact of the media were politically
explosive, since in Budzislawski’s view the forms taken by socialist journalism
were not least dependent on the expectations of media users.*

Nevertheless this academic portrayal of the discipline remained singular in
its theoretical claims. Budzislawski’s influence on practical journalism in the
GDR likewise remained limited, a fact of which he was all too aware. Soon he
became dissatisfied with his role as a teacher of socialist journalists as well. Even
many years after leaving the school he complained that his withdrawal from
active journalism had been tantamount to the “loss” of his “journalistic person-
ality”* Beginning in 1959, he made multiple appeals to the Central Committee,
occasionally to Norden personally, to release him from his post as dean,* yet he
was forced to stay in office until a successor deemed suitable by the party was
elected in 1962.

Budzislawski was replaced by Wolfgang Rodel, previously a member of the
State Committee for Radio. He was confirmed as dean of the school by a res-
olution of the SED Central Committee Secretariat on March 7, 1962.% Rodel
did not have much of an academic reputation; it would be more accurate to call
him a practitioner with experience as a functionary’® What distinguished him
in the eyes of the SED was his clear political stance: “Never did he vacillate on
political or cultural issues. He executed party policy to the letter” In February
1962 a detailed statement setting out the reasons for his election as dean, au-
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thored by the Central Committee Department for Agitation, also emphasized as
positive his “particularly distinctive stand against the false opinions of [Georg]
Lucazs [sic] and Prof. Hans Mayer.”>* After a “very promising start,” however, as
the SED party leadership told the school in retrospect in 1965, Rodel’s state of
health deteriorated soon after assuming office. For this reason he was replaced
in September 1964 by Franz Knipping, who had previously earned his spurs as
amember of the party leadership. Despite his brief period in office, R6del man-
aged, in the eyes of his superiors, to “activate the teaching staff and to boost the
political education of the students.”* Indeed, in the years that followed, until
the Prague Spring, things remained astonishingly quiet in the school. This was
no doubt because many research assistants and some professors had themselves
studied there.” They had already internalized the stringent party loyalty with
which they were supposed to continually indoctrinate their students.

Here we have devoted comparatively detailed attention to the deans of the
school because they played a key role in determining vertical social relation-
ships, that is, school policy in the narrower sense, in coordination with the party
leadership. It was therefore taken for granted that only party comrades could be
considered for this job. De facto the dean functioned primarily as the extend-
ed arm of the SED. On the ground it was ambitious young SED members like
Werner Clauf§ and Klaus Hépcke, appointed minister of culture in 1973,°° who
played a key role from the mid-1950s in ensuring that the school toed the party
line. Anyone who did not conform with the “collective” experienced difficulties
or ultimately was even thrown out. This applied not only to students but also
to some school teaching staff, as illustrated by the case of the returned émigré
Wieland Herzfelde.”” The latter had assumed the chair for the “sociology of
contemporary literature” in 1949 without ever getting on a friendly footing with
the School of Journalism. Like Budzislawski, Herzfelde, who had become a key
figure among the German left while in exile in New York, had to account to the
party for his year in the capitalist West from summer 1950. Since in New York
the Herzfelde family had privately been friends with Noel H. Field, who briefly
became famous as an alleged US agent,” Herzfelde and his wife were excluded
from the party in March 1951 (and only readmitted in June 1956).” In these five
years Herzfelde, whom the Central Committee’s Science Department considered
“neither academically nor politically” suitable as a professor, had to submit the
scripts of his lectures in advance for inspection by the respective director of the
institute. He was also barred from holding seminars. In the party’s view Herzfelde
was scarcely acceptable because—as an internationally known figure—he retained
a degree of intellectual freedom. And he regarded the everyday discussions in
the party bodies at Karl Marx University as largely irrelevant.®’
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In view of this it is understandable that the school council, urged by Budzi-
slawski, decided on November 1, 1957, to apply to have Herzfelde’s professo-
rial chair abolished.> The reasons given included not only his limited teaching
program but also the claim that the chair “does not meet the specific needs of
our school at present.” Furthermore, despite repeated prompting, Herzfelde ne-
glected to get involved “socially within the framework of our school.” Whereas
the school was a “collective,” he worked “exclusively individually.”® With effect
from October 1, 1958, Herzfelde was released from his post “at his own wish” by
the state secretary of higher education.®

The School of Journalism consisted of various institutes, initially the Institute
for Press History and the Institute for the Theory and Practice of Press Work.
These were supplemented in 1956 by the Institute for Radio Journalism, renamed
the Institute for Radio and Television Journalism in 1967. A fourth institute
was added in 1959: the Institute for Literary Journalism and Stylistics.> The
curriculum of 1954/5s5 reveals that the students attended between twenty-four
and thirty hours of classes per week, although only some of these were devoted
to genuinely journalistic subjects, such as the “History of the German Press”
or the “Theory and Practice of Press Work.” Many lectures and seminars were
concerned with civics or questions of party policy. The curriculum for the first
year, for instance, included “Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism” and “Politi-
cal Economy,” while in the second year students learned about the “History of
German Literature” and the “History of the German People,” and in the third,
“Dialectical Materialism,” “Structure of East German Agriculture,” (!) and—
surprisingly late in the program—"*“Structure of the State and Legislature of the
GDR; finally, in the fourth year, the curriculum included courses on “Problems
of Marxist Aesthetics” and “Questions of Party Life in Newspapers.”*

Even just a brief look at this curriculum reveals that its primary purpose
was not so much to teach students journalistic practice or to encourage them
to reflect on the profession in a scholarly way, but rather to train cadres who
could be used in many ways and who were thoroughly schooled in matters of
state ideology. The graduates’ lack of training in journalistic practice was also
not changed by the fact that from fall 1954 the study program in journalism was
extended to four years and a one-year practical training in the mass media of the
GDR added, primarily newspapers and radio, and later television as well. Even
in the early 1960s the verdict of the Verband Deutscher Journalisten (VDJ—
Union of German Journalists) on young journalists trained in the GDR was as
follows: “Most editors have a wealth of experience as political functionaries but
insufficient knowledge of journalism or journalistic skills.””

It would nevertheless be wrong to regard the school as a monolithic bloc, as
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many have done ever since the publication of the book by Brigitte Klump.®® If
her assessment ignores the reality of the teaching staff, who were in many cases
at loggerheads with one another, then this applies all the more so to the students.
From the mid-1950s we see cases both of active resistance and a more general
feeling of unease regarding the political conditions both within the school and in
the GDR as a whole. The prorector for undergraduates of the university report-
ed to Berlin on December 14, 1955, that the School of Journalism was showing
“tendencies toward pessimism with respect to whether the mass populace has
sufficient strength to resolve current issues.”” This euphemistic formulation
can be interpreted as a cautious allusion to the fact that the party line was no
longer meeting with unreserved approval, and alternative solutions were being
considered. Intense discussions took place throughout the university about the
events in Hungary in 1956. The Stasi noted that at an election meeting of the
Freie Deutsche Jugend (FDJ—Free German Youth) on December 19, 1956, some
students from the School of Journalism had responded to the remark that it “was
taking a united stand against the White terror in Hungary, with interjections
such as “whitewashing!” or “opinion machine!”” Such criticism remained the
exception, however. The school was dominated by what the Stasi regarded as
“positive discussions.””

Responses to the building of the Berlin Wall on August 13, 1961, were entirely
different. A report to the State Secretariat for Higher Education dated September
30, 1961, states that this question in particular was interpreted as “a test of the
attitude of every citizen to the workers’ and peasants’ state.””* From an official
point of view, then, it was all the more critical that some journalists did not meet
expectations in this respect. Unlike the lecturers, not a few of them “wavered
and sat on the fence,” since they had clearly not understood that “the imperi-
alists in Bonn had been prevented from unleashing a civil war by the energetic
intervention of our People’s Army and brigade groups.”” Particularly the more
advanced students in their fourth year at the School of Journalism had exhibit-
ed “a considerable lack of clarity about fundamental questions of our policies.”
No fewer than nine students in the class of 1960/61 had regularly visited West
Berlin in their capacity as editorial interns, yet disciplinary proceedings within
the school had been delayed for months, the prorector for studies complained.™
What is more, in carly 1962 there had been three cases in quick succession of “§§
174/17s, in other words, cases of “unnatural” man-to-man “fornication” involving
the university’s “charges” had evidently come to light.” The prorector apparently
regarded both phenomena equally as signs of increasing decadence at the school.

Closely connected with statements of this kind was the unusually tough line
taken in fall 1961 toward the student cabaret Rat der Spétter, to which at least six
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students at the School of Journalism—Manfred Albani, Heinz-Martin Benecke,
Peter Seidel, Hans Ronneburger, Hans-Gert Schubert, and Heiko Ramisch—
belonged.” A further member was the former director of the cabaret, Ernst Rohl,
who had just graduated in journalism and started a job as an editor in Magde-
burg.”” The cabaret, which had existed since 1954 and was initially officially an
FD]J establishment, had in previous years won several awards, including one for
a successful guest tour of West Germany. A key figure in this amateur cabaret
since 1958 had been Peter Sodann, a one-time student of the School of Theater
in Leipzig and—Ilike most of his fellow cabaret artists—a member of the SED.”®
For fall 1961 the students had prepared a program with the title “Wo der
Hund begraben liegt” (The crux of the matter), which in the view of the party
leadership at the university exhibited an “openly counterrevolutionary charac-
ter.” They even claimed that “counterrevolutionary elements” of the cabaret had
joined forces with “other revisionist circles (so-called artists and rowdies)” and
were planninga conspiracy that should be regarded as a new incarnation of the
Petdfi circle.”” It had been proven, it claimed, that “this cabaret program must
be evaluated as part of the imperialist program of civil war against our republic
and the entire socialist camp.”® In fact these accusations were entirely made
up.® The case was also awkward because the program had been submitted for
inspection in advance to the deputy secretary of the SED District Committee,
the former journalism student Klaus Hopcke, who told the students on the
morning of September s, one day before the premiere, that they would get it
through with a few changes.® In the heated climate of fall 1961, however, the
SED was attempting to put paid to any kind of resistance by taking an uncom-
promising line. The school’s reassurances, and even those from the Agitation
Department of the Central Committee, that the whole affair was just “a minor
vestige” from the situation six or seven years ago were condemned by the SED
District Committee as an attempt “to trivialize the matter and to draw a veil
over the ideological causes, as well as the connections with problems in research,
teaching, and training at the school.”® The local party organization saw “serious
shortcomings and weaknesses in the educational work of the teaching staff ”;
some even went so far as to discern a “platform of the enemy” in the school.*
After the performance on September s, 1961, the party leadership of Karl
Marx University banned the program. The leading members of the cabaret were
arrested on September 9 and were held in custody until they were sentenced
on July 16, 1962. Three of them were given sentences of between a year and ten
months (Sodann) and one year (Rohl, Albani) by the Leipzig District Court

on charges of “continuing agitation endangering the state.” The sentences were
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suspended on probation. However, since the three had already spent almost a
year in custody, they had de facto already served most of their terms.®

This affair also had consequences for the school. The Central Committee
Department for Agitation held Dean Budzislawski in particular responsible for
the fact that students from the School of Journalism, of all people, had made
themselves available “to support counterrevolutionary elements”—as the dis-
ciplinary committee of the university put it. The events in Leipzig had shown
that he no longer had “the necessary strength” to lead the school in a responsi-
ble manner.*® Budzislawski, who could no longer count on Norden’s protective
hand, was replaced. From this point on at the latest, the School of Journalism
was dominated by ideological hardliners. It remains open whether and to what
extent the student party-groups, who enjoyed a remarkable degree of autono-
my and latitude vis-a-vis the school, were involved in these processes, which
ultimately had the party’s blessing.*” The bottom line was that Budzislawski’s
efforts to establish a kind of academic order at the school that did not conform
entirely in all points with the basic Marxist-Leninist orientation met with little
approval. And in this respect alone the formal school hierarchy already diverged

considerably from the real power structure.

Did the Agitation Department of the
SED Central Committee Control School Policy?

When the internal party campaigns against Jews and those who had returned
from the West ended in the mid-1950s, the partyleadership in Berlin introduced
an important regulation which had an impact on East German journalism.
Fred Oclfner from the Agitation Department of the Central Committee—
who until then had been responsible for the entire East German press, includ-
ing the training of journalists in Leipzig, and who had been a major actor in
the party purges of 1952/53, some of which had been anti-Jewish—was forced
in March 1955 to make way for a functionary of Jewish origin who had been a
protégé of Walter Ulbricht for many years: the journalist Albert Norden.® As
far as Ulbricht was concerned, there was not a shadow of doubt either about
Norden’s journalistic skills or about his loyalty to the party, since Norden had
already been chief editor of a number of communist newspapers at the time of
the Weimar Republic.?

The high expectations Ulbricht had of Norden’s alleged expertise are illustrat-
ed above all by the fact that in 1955 he appointed him chairman of the Agitation
Commission of the Central Committee.”® One of the main tasks this Agitation
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Commission was expected to fulfill in light of the SED’s policies toward West
Germany” was to come up with arguments that would contribute to scoring a
“victory” in the “competition with capitalist countries” in the arena of mass-media
production. For this to happen, in Norden’s early assessment of the situation,
comprehensive changes were required in the training and working practices of
journalists,”” who should strive with more determination than before for a de-
cisive confrontation with the “West German system of government.”*

From 1955 on, Norden’s “power of decision-making and definition™* embraced
the central working sectors of the print and audiovisual mass media in the GDR,
including the journalistic training program in Leipzig.”> Norden had a say in all
important technical and personnel issues at the School of Journalism, which were
decided exclusively by the Politburo and Central Committee Secretariat of the
SED. As a permanent member of these two bodies, which met on a weekly basis,
he was no doubt the best informed about the training situation in Leipzig. The
SED leadership in turn learned about developments there primarily from the
networks, which followed Norden’s decision-making competence.

But did these two party bodies really play as central a role in the training of
journalists in Leipzig as the ruling and administrative structures suggest? Or
were institutions such as Karl Marx University, likewise located in the regional
capital, Leipzig, not also of key significance as state organizations that were, on
the one hand, subordinate to the Central Committee Department for Science
and, on the other, at the regional level, part of the sphere of influence of the
powerful SED regional secretariats??® These questions are not easily answered,
given that we have virtually no studies of the relationship between the center
and the periphery in the East German regime that critically question the alleged
dominance and absolute power of central leadership vis-a-vis the country’s cities
and districts.”” This would require further research, since “even in a centralistic
state like the GDR the party leadership was not in a position, either in terms of
personnel or conceptually, to recognize, tackle, and solve all problems for every
district and region.””®

An analysis of the school’s relationship with the party leadership in Berlin
does not indicate that it was exclusively controlled from the capital. We there-
fore cannot claim unlimited power for the Agitation Department of the Central
Committee. It is true that this party organization—which had well over fifty
staff in 1955, making it one of the largest of its kind—did have a prominent role
in the training of journalists in the GDR:” decisions about such things as the
curriculum, research programs, the selection of students and allocation of grad-
uates, the promotion of young academics, and the regulation of exchanges with
neighboring “fraternal states” were all made outside the walls of the school and
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were occasionally even the direct concern of the Agitation Commission of the
Politburo."” However, even if the Central Committee Department for Agitation
claimed to wield influence directly over the party organization of the school over

101

and above the school and party leadership, this field of responsibility clearly

overlapped with the area of competence of the SED organization at the univer-

192 Overlaps in competence of this kind did not exist even at the Moscow

sity.
School of Journalism,'"”® which in the Soviet sphere of influence was regarded as
the Mecca of journalistic training and from which the Leipzig School likewise
initially expected to receive a positive impetus.'*

Norden’s efforts to separate the school entirely from the party leadership at
Leipzig University in favor of the Agitation Commission that he headed did
not succeed either in the mid-1950s or later. “Whatever the school’s impor-
tance in training party functionaries, it remains a school of Karl Marx Univer-
sity, ' was the verdict of the Science Department under Central Committee
Secretary Kurt Hager, which thus repeatedly made clear where the boundaries
of Norden’s decision-making competence ended. Unlike Norden, Hager, who
even for years after the fall of the Berlin Wall attributed the “impoverishment”
of the “ideological and political culture” of the GDR to an insufficient study

of Marxism-Leninism,'*®

made strenuous efforts to promote educational and
party work at the university. In formal terms from 1959/60 onward he had an
additional instrument at his disposal in the form of the Ideology Commission,
which answered to the Politburo. But Hager was also able to exert considerable
control over Karl Marx University Leipzig via Berlin administrative bodies like
the Cadres Department and leading party organs, which endowed him with
representative authority. With this accumulation of competences he was able
to circumvent the regulatory norms of the ruling party bureaucracy, which as a
rule led to overlaps between the various work sectors and hence to conflicts.'””
On the other hand, the party dogmas championed by Hager could be spread
more quickly via various routes. This meant that in cases of noncompliance he
could act both quickly and rigorously.®

This also applied to the School of Journalism, where, right from the start,
Norden and Budzislawski’s prioritizing of more advanced knowledge and skills
in teaching and research had been a thorn in the side of both the head of the Sci-
ence Department, Kurt Hager, and the district chief in Leipzig, Paul Frohlich.*?
Like the “SED chiefideologist” Hager, who assiduously sought to fight and un-
cover “subversive phenomena” in Marxism-Leninism, so too did Frohlich draw
attention to himself in the 1950s with his “sectarian intelligentsia-hostile policies
toward democratically minded professors at Leipzig University.”"* On November

15, 1956, for example, he issued proposals to his functionaries on how to treat
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“free thinkers”: “I am in favor of using methods that are analogous to those that
we used in the past to deal with the SA and the SS.” Hans-Joachim Bohme, who
until 1966 was one of the “movers and shakers” in the Leipzig University party
leadership before he was promoted to ministerial rank in the Ministry of Higher
Education, where he spent almost two decades, was unable to understand why a
journalist should become qualified “to master the argumentation, language, and
style of various genres,™" especially if at the same time less than half of all the
staff employed by the school showed up cither to the party’s ideological training
course or to the Marxist colloquium, and the students likewise showed disin-
terest in a series of lectures on the history of the labor movement."* Regardless
of whether the teaching program at the School of Journalism appealed to the
students, it was judged by “active party workers” primarily in terms of its con-
tribution to molding them ideologically. Questioning any components of the
Marxist-Leninist ideological edifice in favor of maintaining academic standards
was, in the view of orthodox champions of the party line, tantamount to a viola-
tion of SED statutes and hence of party discipline, which was to be regarded “as

"3 “Individual intellectual

the inviolable basis for party life and party building.
efforts to comprehend historical truth were misguided from the start. [. . .] The
path of a party member into the party went hand in hand with a deadening of
their own subjectivity. A person became a comrade by freeing themselves from
their imperfect bourgeois origins and, through permanent self-criticism, trans-
forming from a subject into a communist.”**

Together with the Lower University party leadership and the student party-
groups a veritable action group had been formed by the late 1950s, which was
to weaken Budzislawski’s faction and ultimately usher in a reversal of the power
relationships prevailing in the school and party leadership. Hans-Joachim Béhme
in the party office of the university administration claimed to identify the root
ofall evil, so to speak, in the implementation or even intensification of academic
research in the school, which Budzislawski had officially called for in 1959 before

5 and which, despite Norden’s protection, increas-

hundreds of Party members
ingly sidelined him. When Norden attempted once again in the mid-1960s to
explain to the media representatives of the SED that a journalist could only fulfill
the demands of his everyday working life in a manner in keeping with the times
if the reins of party norms were loosened, since not everything that journalists
were required to report on fitted with theory, his audience did not applaud.”®
It took only another year before the responsibility that Norden carried for the
mass media in the GDR was transferred to other hands."”

In Leipzig the pressure on the “academic” wing aligned with Budzislawski in-

creased steadily from the late 1950s on. It was not only the dean who suffered but
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also the staff at his Institute for the Theory and Practice of Press Work. Provoc-
ative remarks such as “You'll have an easy death, since you have no guts” were
among the “more trivial insults” that Budzislawski, stigmatized as a scapegoat,
had to endure at his place of work."® Relations at the school could no longer be
described as constructive. From April 1962, in other words in the weeks leading
up to Budzislawski’s departure from his post as dean, something that had been
brewing for a long time in the composition of the party organization at the
school finally became official: for the first time it was laid down in writing that
all academic school staff were to subordinate themselves to SED party groups.
The formulation “The party groups are the most important instrument for the
political education of scientists” implicitly included an obligation to submit
reports on how and above all what seminar groups were to be taught from then
on!” The agreements required for this were to be concluded with the so-called
party group organizers, such as senior assistant J., the leader of the party group
at the Institute for Language and Stylistics, who had far more experience and
some of whom had themselves worked as journalists.”® Before commencing his
studies, J. had worked for a district newspaper for two and a half years, which
was more the exception than the rule. As a statistic recorded at the turn of the
year 1957/58 shows, of the fifty-seven staft with teaching responsibilities at this
time, 95 percent were young research assistants, of whom the overwhelming
majority had had no experience in journalistic practice.”

This lack of any “connection to practice,” for which J. and other representa-
tives of the SED party groups primarily blamed Budzislawski and his support-
ers, had a disastrous effect on student acceptance of teaching staff. Orthodox
SED representatives of the Soviet brand of Marxism used a kind of “stigma

7122 to explain the inferiority of “members of the petit bourgeois intel-

theory
ligentsia” and “people qualified only in their subject,” who primarily indulged
in their “complacent, self-satisfied subjectivity” and thereby posed a threat to
the school. Even the Central Committee Agitation Department now assumed
that Budzislawski construed the work in the school “rather too one-sidedly in
Jfavor of the ‘science of journalism,” a rather telling formulation." In 1966 Emil
Dusiska, since 1965 professor of the theory and practice of the socialist press,
criticized the lack of teaching qualifications among school staff and their “wholly
inadequate” attempts in previous years to “impart a complete Marxist picture
of history.”?* Only under his leadership, Dusiska told the Central Committee
in a statement of accounts in 1968 (having been promoted to dean in 1967),
had the trend begun to be reversed. After no less than a quarter of the staff had
been replaced, the subject of Marxism-Leninism now made up 24 percent of
the teaching program. And Dusiska added proudly: “There is no sociological
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department at which the students receive such a comprehensive education in
M/L [as here]™»

This development exemplified the success of party dogmatists, who during
the 1960s increasingly gained the upper hand at various levels of the GDR bu-
reaucracy. Related to this was the concurrent institutional failure of a political
journalism oriented toward media consumers. This is remarkable, given that in
the same decade an Institute for Empirical Opinion Research was founded in
Moscow.?® Whereas following Stalin’s death the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union (CPSU) propagated a popular Soviet culture of the masses, which took

7 in East Germany the

heed of citizens’ wishes regarding media consumption,
representatives of a doctrinaire Leninist proclamatory journalism held sway,

which contributed to the sustained alienation between the party and citizens.

The Role of the State Security Service

At the latest following the publication of Klump’s book in 1978, the School of
Journalism came to be considered in West Germany as an institution that was
not only closely monitored by the GDR’s internal security service but was also
used intensively to recruit its own staff. According to Klump, the institute was
averitable “training ground for the State Security Service.”"®® Students learned
during their studies that without “voluntary” collaboration with the MfS they
would not graduate successfully. Once students understood and accepted
this fact, many career opportunities were open to them."”” Following German
reunification, former staff members of the Stasi put it in similar terms: they
claimed that the Main Directorate for Reconnaissance, the foreign secret ser-
vice of the GDR under the aegis of the MfS, basically kept files on all students
at the school, and that the seminar groups always included students who had
allowed themselves to be recruited as Inoffizielle Mitarbeiter (IMs—unofficial
collaborators).1*

A closer look at the activities of the Stasi at the University of Leipzig during
the period in question, however, makes such close monitoring seem doubtful.
Although the Stasi had played an active role at the school since the 1950s, its
actual influence was less extensive than has previously been assumed. Indeed,
as the following paragraphs will show, it was not at all necessary to approach all
the students “actively.” For the purpose of preparing future cadres for potential
smooth collaboration with the Stasi in their professional lives, it was sufficient
to create the impression that the school was completely permeated by the Sta-
si. If one looks just at the unit attached to Department V;*! whose job was to

“secure” the whole of Leipzig University, it quickly becomes apparent that this
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was a long way from its own aspiration of blanket surveillance. To judge from
the “assessment reports”? for the months of December 1953 and January 1955, a
maximum of three Stasi staff were allocated to monitor the School of Journalism.
Their responsibilities also extended to more than a hundred other institutes,
which at the university were spread over no fewer than ten faculties. Even if one
leaves out the university staff in the administration and health departments, one
can assume that in spring 1955 these three state security officials were required to
monitor some 10,500 people. The size of the network of informers was likewise
documented. According to this source, one secret informer (Geheimer Infor-
mator, GI) was allocated to the still young School of Journalism and twenty-one
further “informal collaborator types” (Miiller-Enbergs) were allocated to other
institutes; however, the number increased rapidly in the years that followed.™
A further problem from the point of view of the Stasi was the “lack of general

and specialist qualifications”>*

of its staff. Both the “lack of focus in operative
work” and the inability to allocate the recruited candidates efficiently to the
tasks at hand™ remained, even years later, classic problems confronting the state
security authorities, which they sought to solve by further qualifying their staff.

Nevertheless, the local conditions for monitoring the School of Journalism
were favorable: the Leipzig office of the MfS was only a few minutes’ drive from
the school, and when it moved into the university’s new high-rise in the city
center in the 1970s it became even closer. Even if the MfS staff responsible for
the school did not appear in the school building in person for discussions,
which usually required a prior call to the Cadres Department, there were other
ways of being in contact. If one of the few staff members overseeing informal
collaborators managed to recruit a student as a spy, the conversations to this
end usually took place in “conspiratorial apartments” rented specially for this
purpose, in other university premises (“meeting rooms”), or in public places.
On the other hand, state security officials were expressly instructed to avoid
visiting the school’s student dorms,”” which did not, however, mean that private
accommodations were not used for such conversations when it came to more
advanced students.*® At some meetings MfS staff paid the student in question
a premium in recognition of good collaboration; the standard rate for this in
the late 1950s was ten marks.”’

Generally it is remarkable that, despite the fact that references to the state
security service were taboo in meetings of party members or of the University
President’s office and other formal interactions at the school, no one seemed to
be surprised when on-campus operatives of the MfS revealed their identity. The
files held by the federal commissioner for the Stasi Archives expressly document
the fact that by the last third of the 1950s students regarded the presence of the
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Stasi as normal, which at the same time always implied a certain absolution of
personal responsibility!*® The assumption that the individual was always re-
quired to comply with the expectations of the Stasi is, however, incorrect. Even
in view of the various repressive measures of the MfS, which in some cases had
serious repercussions,! and of the widespread fear of repressions, which on the
whole may have had an even greater effect, we cannot automatically conclude
that those affected did not have other options.

Three examples may be cited to illustrate this. The first is the case of journal-
ism student G., which illustrates that students could combine cooperation and
obstruction without themselves being subjected to MfS repressions. G., who
even before he commenced his studies in the fall of 1954 had entered into an
obligation to collaborate with the Stasi, and who was instructed by the ministry
to provide detailed evaluations of the members of his seminar group,' found
clever ways of getting out of this. In meetings with his handler he repeatedly
complained about how difhicult he found it to come face-to-face with his seminar
groups and his friends after he had had to submit written evaluations of each of
them in turn."® Anxious inquiries about whether his reports were important and
whether they would mean disadvantages for individuals soon caused the young
MIS officer, who was up to his ears in work, to lose patience. He wrote angrily
in one of his reports on a meeting: “Getting him to tell me anything [...] was
like pulling teeth.”*** A few weeks later the Stasi broke off the collaboration with
this student. “He was inhibited in carrying out tasks and sometimes lacking in
initiative” was the reason given in the final report.*

The Stasi came to a similar conclusion with respect to the student N., who
had been characterized by the aforementioned G. as an “intellectual type.” N. was
recruited on September 17, 1957, under the code name “Renate” and served—
with interruptions—as an informal collaborator until the end of 1960. The “very
intelligent” and “pretty” young woman was told to spy specifically on men at
the School of Journalism, as well as to regularly report on the members of her
seminar group at meetings with her handler.*¢ Her MfS personnel file contains
some reports on such meetings [ Treffberichte], which at the insistence of the
handler’s boss were to be held on a more or less regular basis. However, N. always
remained noncommittal and at most talked about matters of personal taste. As
far as can be seen, she had virtually nothing to say about central political issues.
On repeated occasions N. failed to show up to the agreed meetings without hav-
ing to fear consequences from the MfS. The Stasi’s final report, dated December
29, 1960, reached a clear verdict: “The entire collaboration with the GI did not
yield the slightest operational use.”*"”

The third case, by contrast, documents a collaboration that was favorable for
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both sides. The student M., who was evidently in contact with the MfS prior to
his studies, met on April 27, 1956, with a member of staff of the Leipzig security
office to talk about his “future deployment with the press.” M. had previously
done an internship with the Foreign Affairs Department of the Allgemeine
Deutsche Nachrichtenagentur (ADN), the East German press agency, and want-
ed to return there after finishing his studies. A member of staff of the Central
Committee’s Agitation Department had, however, proposed in a conversation
with M. that he work as an editor for the army, a prospect that he was not thrilled
about. He was afraid that he would not be able to “make full use” of his profes-
sional interests, and a career as a journalist abroad would then also be unlikely.
In this situation M. apparently turned to the MfS on his own initiative in the
hope of improving his career chances. And he was successful. His interlocutor
at the Leipzig office noted: “Gen. M. is willing to work for the organs of the
state security service, and it is recommended that he be given a position in the
ADN with the prospect of working as a foreign correspondent in a capitalist
country.”* A handwritten declaration of commitment by M. is attached to his
file.*” While the details are fragmentary, this case illustrates that not all students
were necessarily victims of the MfS. They could also deliberately decide to “play
along” if a collaboration with the MfS promised career advancement.™

The report of the Leipzig security authorities on the meeting with M. also
contains another piece of revealing information. The conversation took place
not outside the School of Journalism, as one might expect, but directly in the
University President’s building, revealing that the Stasi did not behave in a par-
ticularly “conspiratorial” way. At least the leading figures, the dean and the SED
party leaderships of the university and the school, were aware of regular meetings
of this kind." Just two years after the School of Journalism had been established,
the Stasi had already become an important actor there and enjoyed, as it were,
domiciliary rights.

If one considers all three cases together, it becomes clear that fruitful col-
laboration with the MfS was not necessarily a precondition for successfully
graduating in Leipzig. Even someone like G., who had initially agreed to col-
laborate with Department V of the Leipzig office but then cleverly managed to
avoid doing what was expected of him, was able to work as a journalist in the
GDR after graduating. From the Stasi’s point of view it was not crucial whether
students at the school agreed to collaborate for a given period of time. Rather
there were two key criteria, if you will, for academic success in their eyes: first
of all, students graduating from the school should become acquainted, directly
or indirectly, with the Stasi’s mission and be aware of the power it wielded; sec-
ond, the students needed to demonstrate convincingly through their behavior
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that although they would not talk publicly about the role of the Stasi, they had
internalized and accepted it as an ingrained, tacitly acknowledged routine fact.”™
Even graduates who only occasionally collaborated with the Stasi in their ev-
eryday lives as students and otherwise kept their distance were not barred from

making a successful career as journalists in the GDR.

Conflicts of Interest among the Students: Career versus Criticism

Anyone wishing to study journalism in the 1950s had to submit a handwritten
resumé giving reasons for their choice. In the files one also finds so-called eval-
uations of individual students written by fellow students, lecturers, and some-
times their former teachers. These documents provide information about the
origins and previous experience of the applicants, but also about the would-be
journalists’ perception of the school and their future profession.

The random samples used in this essay from the carly years of the school il-
lustrate that many students, despite their youth, brought a considerable amount
of life experience to their studies, owing partly to the war and the turmoil of
the immediate postwar period, and partly to their family circumstances. There
were children of refugees who had grown up amid great hardship, while others
had been born outside wedlock or had been orphaned at an early age.>* Many
students ended up at the school more or less by chance and had only a vague idea
of what awaited them.> One applicant wrote with naive honesty that she had
in fact wanted to study German language and literature, but that this program
was currently oversubscribed. Her greatest wish at any rate was “to become a

”15__a formulation that

writer and to educate and delight people with my works
likely echoed what she had learned as a schoolgirl ([Horace’s] prodesse et delec-
tare). Another applicant stated that he wanted to become a journalist so that
the “horrors of the Hitler era” would not be repeated. He cited reasons for this
from his biography. As a teenager he had been “shaken and seriously wounded”
by an Allied bombing raid, and the Nazis had shot his then sixteen-year-old
brother in the final days of the war.®® Now he wanted to help “build democra-
cy” and “enjoy peace himself”—a wish that many of the applicants expressed in
one form or other. They were members of a postwar generation that had already
seen and suffered a lot, and who acted out of practical motives and tended to
be put off by political slogans. Many had been molded by social hardship and
fears about the future, which perhaps explains why they sought stabilization
in the new conditions. Helping to build socialism was not just a formula they
had been taught, but also an obvious response to the existentially threatening
experiences they had had as children and youngsters.
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The journalism program as it existed in reality, with its emphasis on party
doctrine, is unlikely to have been what these young people initially had in mind.
There was no academic freedom, in the traditional sense of the word, at the
School of Journalism. The curriculum for each year of study laid down the exact
number and type of classes to be attended; the students’ freedom of choice was
limited to a few additional classes known as “special seminars.” For classes taught
by external lecturers, whether high-ranking Central Committee comrades or—
more rarely—lecturers from other universities, the school administration and
its party leadership decided in advance which students were to attend.”™” The
information contained in the students’ files shows that many students found it
difficult to accept the ideological premises of their study program unquestion-
ingly. Since open opposition was not tolerated, many students simply kept silent
on political matters.>® We read the following, for example, in the evaluation
of a student who is otherwise described as “on the ball and lively”: “After such
meetings, many comrades tried to get her to voice her political views, but they
never succeeded.”?

On the other hand, many students had a hard time maintaining a distance
from the official ideology that they were taught, not least because they did not
want to seem ungrateful to the university. In the GDR anyone who was allowed
to study, especially at the School of Journalism, was expected to regard it as a
privilege—as indeed it was, since the number of places in this popular study pro-
gram were limited and journalism graduates were certain to find a secure and in
some respects very attractive professional position.®” In addition, the majority of
students had an adequate basic income that allowed regular visits to the cinema
and theater, as well as minor excursions on the weekends, without having to earn
extra money. In the late 1960s more than 70 percent of all students received a
basic stipend, which, provided they got good results or were politically active,
could be increased to a so-called performance stipend. Less than 20 percent of
the students managed to attain this, however.®!

In return for this all-encompassing provision, the school claimed the right to
rule over its students. Right from the start, the journalism program in Leipzig
was organized in such a way that it also embraced the students’ private lives and
was used to indoctrinate them. This applied, on the one hand, to the seminar
groups, where the students learned and took part in discussions, but were also
evaluated and reprimanded. Officially the school spoke of “students educating
students,'** a practice that even extended to friendships and love relationships.
Even back then it was sufficiently well known that the peer group was the most
important reference point for young people.”®® Since the students of the School of
Journalism were accommodated in dorms that were very close to the university,
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their circle of friends was almost inevitably made up of fellow students; it was
deliberately made difficult for the students to keep their studies and private lives
separate.'® This sometimes went so far that the Stasi via its “contact persons”
and informers systematically acted as a matchmaker and set up relationships be-
tween students or undermined existing ones as the opportunity presented itself.

Through a system of veritable psychological harassment, in which it was dif-
ficult for those affected to discern who was responsible, not a few students had
mental breakdowns. In the face of extreme pressure, some of them saw suicide as
the only way out. This was a particularly sensitive subject in the GDR, since the
act of killing oneself constituted the most radical form of rejection imaginable of
the socialist society’s promise to cure all woes.!® Of course, one cannot assume
that the reasons for every suicide at the university were political in nature, but it
is striking that the party and the SED leadership at the university reacted partic-
ularly sensitively to reports of suicides in times of general unrest, which at least
implied a connection between the students’ political and individual situation.'®
So far it has not been possible to find any more detailed information about the
number of suicides at the School of Journalism. However, Klump reports several
cases of attempted suicide—two of which she claims to have made herself—as
well as one actual suicide.'”

This shows once again how intensely the routine pressure exerted by the
school and by various other bodies was felt by many students. Anyone who
appeared not to fit the ideal of a socialist journalist initially had to reckon with
being given a talking-to in their seminar group. Students who continued to
attract negative attention were likely to be expelled or—in severe cases—even
prohibited from studying altogether. One first-year student, for example, had
his permission to study withdrawn, because “in his overall behavior” he allegedly
“allowed himself to be guided by careerist intentions.” In addition, while still at
G

high school, he had left the “Junge Gemeinde” [church youth group]'®® only for
tactical reasons and had sought to become a member of the SED for the same
motives. The vague accusation that his behavior “in no way [. . .] complied with
the requirements that we expect of socialist students and future journalists”
was sufficient to remove him from the university.'”” As well as political reasons,
students were also forced to leave the university for “laziness,” lack of discipline,
or poor performance.”” Being condemned to years of forced labor, a fate that
befell some journalism students at the Social Sciences Institute between 1947
and 1951, was, however, not something that students at the School of Journalism

had to fear in the late 19505 and 1960s.”!
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Concluding Remarks

Probably almost 2,000 students—ecither direct attendees or distance learners—
successfully graduated from the School of Journalism between 1954 and 1968.
They subsequently worked mainly as journalists, diplomats, or SED cadres in
high-ranking positions.”> Albert Norden wrote in 1964, only ten years after the
school was founded, that so percent of chief editors and deputy chief editors of
daily or weekly newspapers were graduates of the Leipzig school. For journal-
ists who worked in other positions in the editorial offices of the East German
mass media, the figure was 30 percent.”” To what extent these journalists really
worked with conviction “together with the workers” in advancing “the build-
ing of a socialist social order in the first German workers’ and peasants’ state”
must remain the subject of further studies.”™ This essay, at any rate, confirms
the widespread assumption that, in establishing and expanding the School of
Journalism at Karl Marx University Leipzig, the SED right from the start was
pursuing the goal of grooming loyal socialist journalists as “agitators” and “pro-
pagandists” for the party, and pushing them systematically into the most im-
portant positions in the mass media.

Placing responsibility for training journalists in Budzislawski’s hands was thus
by no means optimal under these premises. And indeed the conditions in general
were certainly far from optimal, given that politicians wanted to train suitable
personnel for the struggle for public opinion as quickly as possible. Moreover, this
became an increasingly urgent task, as many people were frequently expressing
doubt about the official portrayal of reality in the GDR, for which consensus
was declared obligatory. Deviant behavior was soon pathologized, and in this
process—of subjecting social communication to a kind of psychiatric treatment—
the party leadership regarded the School of Journalism as of supreme importance.
It was supposed to continually supply the system with “fresh blood,” so to speak,
which, given the heightened political expectations, it fell well short of doing.
This became particularly evident in crisis situations—triggered by events like
the violent suppression of the Prague Spring in 1968—which frequently resulted
in the concept for journalistic training being subjected to intense scrutiny.”

Ideas differed, of course, about what was the right course to pursue. Although
the main ideological goal was systematically followed, the training program
was by no means free of tensions. There were differences not only among the
leadership of the school—between comparatively liberal, undogmatic comrades
and orthodox champions of the party line—but also repeated cases of students
who, despite the stringent selection procedures, displayed a nonconformist or
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even openly resistant attitude. This appears, on the one hand, to have been a
direct consequence of world political events like the Hungarian uprising or
the building of the Berlin Wall; on the other hand, it was also a consequence
of the dilemma of attempting to stimulate talented and in many cases idealistic
young people intellectually and at the same time to make them “toe the line”
politically. In 1994 the writer Reiner Kunze, a journalism student between 1951
and 1953 and subsequently a research assistant at the School of Journalism until
1959, formulated this ambivalence as follows:

I remember these years as years of unbearable indoctrination, which I
to some extent passed on, initially [. ..] when I was teaching. [...] But
that is only one side, only one aspect. If there had only been this one as-
pect, then one would have to say that it was a dark time. But there is also
the other aspect. The indoctrination was so crazy that anyone who had
even a spark of creativity and who had not completely renounced logic,
human logic, had to see the contradictions, had to start thinking about

them. And that’s how during this time I began to think freely.”

To identify recurring patterns in both structural and staff relationships, it
was necessary to go well beyond what was happening within the School of Jour-
nalism. This applies not only to attitudes toward the party and the Stasi, but
strictly speaking to the world of work in editorial offices, which from roughly
the mid-1960s onward was increasingly responsible for the practical qualification
of young journalists. At least on paper the dual system of professional training
entailed students initially spending half of their studies working in the editori-
al offices of the press, radio, and television before they returned to the seminar
rooms of Karl Marx University to perfect their mastery of journalistic theory.
But to expand on this subject would go beyond the confines of this essay.

The specific situation of this school gave students the opportunity to work
as journalists and lecturers after successfully graduating or else to make a career
as party functionaries. Not a few of them used this opportunity to advance pro-
fessionally, in some cases rising—as with Klaus Hopcke—all the way to the state
and party leadership. There were, however, others who during their studies—or
like Reiner Kunze, soon thereafter—came into conflict with the authorities and
subsequently tried consistently to avoid pressure from the party. While there
is no doubt what the general party-state line was at the School of Journalism,
life at the school in the 1950s and 1960s was more diverse than has previously
been assumed.
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The Contours of East German
Exceptionalism
The Schooling of Journalists under Ulbricht

JOHN CONNELLY

In the 1990s I spent years reading internal reports of the Communist
apparatus—in Berlin and Leipzig, but also Prague and Warsaw—and became
inured to its language and learned to take certain expressions for granted, like
versohnlerisch (conciliatory) or Feinde entlarven (unmasking enemies), but
now, after a pause of several decades, the first thing that strikes me is the bi-
zarre phraseology that state socialist functionaries took for granted.

The language is not the conventional one of burcaucracies that alienate people
across the globe, but instead reflects the unusually stringent aspirations and con-
cerns of a different and now bygone world.! SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei
Deutschlands—Socialist Unity Party of Germany) jargon seems particularly odd
as a way of communicating at a university, which after all is about education. The
functionaries acted to limit rather than expand knowledge, or more precisely
to guide a limited set of understandings and commonsense meanings through
narrow channels, to produce minds like their own, geared to a particular story of
human salvation.? Polish students under Stalinism compared certain university
faculties to seminaries, but that is not quite accurate. Even in the pre-Vatican II
period, Catholic seminaries never attempted to totally standardize knowledge,
secking out and punishing nonconformists. Leipzig’s journalism faculty appears
remarkable against the background of European history, where before the age
of dictators newspapers and universities reflected the desire of people to know
more about themselves. The story of the Leipzig journalism faculty was about
hiding a society from itself.?

So one wonders whether the old European concept of the “university” is
adequate to capturing that past reality in Leipzig, or whether the word itself
misleads, like calling the Supreme Soviet a parliament. Perhaps readers should



be alerted that they are encountering a peculiar new chapter in European his-
tory, where age-old institutions received not just new tasks but a fresh matrix
of vocabularies for professional communication.

Social historians remind us that “party jargon” gives limited access to the
realities of a time and place. Much more was happening than reflected in re-
ports about the Karl Marx University in Leipzig.* It was somewhere that a later
dissident like Reiner Kunze found promising as a place of education; he found
much to challenge and expand his thinking. Yet it is also true that Kunze left
the university because he found it unbearable, a fact due to the tightening of
orthodoxy during the vital time of transition our piece explores.

The arrests of cabaret performers in the fall of 1961 represented a caesura,
a cruel warning. Evidently the suppression of “revisionism” in 1956/57 (which
also hit Leipzig hard) had not sufficed: now even thinking of disrespecting the
“workers’ and peasants’ state” and its leaders would land students in prison.
Cabaret artists had the duty “of studying the decisions of the party and govern-
ment with particular care and of observing and helping implement them in their
agitational activities, which include satire.” If a university was not a university,
now cabaret was not cabaret; could students still be students?°

And what of journalism with its assumed task, going back to the liberal break-
throughs of the 1840s, of publicly communicating society’s disputes about itself?
Was a newspaper that one bought at a newsstand in Potsdam the same kind of
thing that one might purchase three (closed) S-Bahn stops away in Wannsee?
Formally, perhaps yes, but the purpose of Newues Deutschland or Neue Zeit was
not unshackled communication of anything, but rather informing citizens what
it was safe to say about current events in public. (More on the press below).

A word to describe these two differing realities on either side of the wall be-
tween Potsdam and Wannsee might be a Lebenswelt (life world), which social
scientists have used to capture subjectively received experience common to a
particular group of human beings: for example the Central European Biirgertum
(middle classes) of the nineteenth century, with its shared sense of identity, sa-
cred rituals, and values, as well as taboos.” Students in socialist Leipzig shared a
different kind of lived experience than counterparts in Heidelberg, or Western
universities in general; the larger life world involved their participation in con-
structing socialism, the more specific one that they satisfy political expectations
that were ever more strictly enforced.®

Alf Liidtke, seminal in GDR (German Democratic Republic) social history,
rejected the Lebenswelt idea because it implies boundaries between those inside
and outside; indeed, even “inside” people’s behaviors and self-perceptions are
characterized by unending variety. On the basis of earlier work that valorized
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industrial laborers, he recommends secking Ejgen-Sinn, ways in which people
created their own worlds.” In my view that approach denies the obvious, which,
as noted, smacks outsiders the moment they encounter correspondence of the
SED: this was a place of radically illiberal imposed and absorbed values, with
constraints and rewards very different from those current in the West."* A woman
I overheard on the weekend after the Wall opened returning to East Berlin on
the S-Bahn told her child as the train reached the final stop at Friedrichstrasse,
the walls between the platforms still firmly in place: “You can tell people in
school that you visited another country on the weekend.” Now it seems absurd
to say that visiting western areas of the same city constituted a visit to a different
“country, but what the woman said was an understatement.

A perhaps more sensitive way of articulating different worlds of East and West
is Thomas Lindenberger’s “tacit consensus,” which he offers as a corrective to
the notion of the GDR as dictatorship of consent (which might be specific to
certain parts of the elite). The word “tacit” is key: people within Lebenswelten
understand things in similar ways without verbalizing or even becoming aware
of the fact that they take basic things in life for granted, even if they do not
agree about them."

The point, whatever metaphor one chooses, is not to totalize. We should
acknowledge that East Germans were not completely dominated by structures
of expectation; but more than that, we should explore their powers to shape
those structures. Still, such exploration is a fine art, and the challenge remains
of over- or underrating East Germans’ freedom, the Freiriume (open spaces for
action) within which they realized agency. Freiriume seems to me superior to
Eigen-Sinn as it does not anticipate resistance, and sensitizes us to Marx’s old
caveat that we make history, but not just as we please. In the Leipzig of the early
1960s we sce a gradual closing off of Freiriume, for students in general, but also
for those who wanted to shape socialism. As Schemmert and Siemens write,
“Ideas differed, of course, about what was the right course to pursue.”* That
is perhaps the most important thing to remember about the student cabaret:
several were SED members who wanted to “build” socialism in ways that were
less “dictatorial,” and therefore were disciplined by forces within their party—it’s
not clear whether those forces were more to the right or left.

Yet, right or left, unity socialists belonged to the same Lebenswelt, the same
milieu: the persecuted, the persecuting, and those standing by shared socialist
convictions that were remarkably durable. Take Ralf Schroder, a gifted Slavicist
who worked at the University of Leipzig and was sentenced in 1958 to ten years’
imprisonment for treason.”” He was “guilty” of taking part in discussions about
reforming socialism, with the Yugoslav and Polish ways in mind. Schroder was
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refused work at Karl Marx University after his release in 1964, and acted as editor
at the Volk und Welt publishing house till 1988, becominga leading interpreter
of Russian literature in the GDR (especially the work of Mikhail Bulgakov)."

In the year before the wall came down, I heard Schrdder in conversation with
fellow philologists at the University of Greifswald, all of us fascinated by the
opportunities opened by Gorbachev. In Schroder’s view Stalinism was not about
a dictator’s monstrous abuse of power, but instead signaled an unfortunate tem-
porary setback in revolution, shaped by Russia’s backwardness and the imperative
to stage “primitive accumulation.” Historical necessity drove Stalinism, in other
words. Despite years in state socialist prisons, Schroder possessed an unbroken
Marxist worldview, ultimately supported by a certain faith in “history.”” None
of the indignities he suffered could justify a return to “capitalism.”

Trotskyists and free-thinking socialists like Schroder often found themselves
in the same party with neo-Stalinists after 1989. The Partei des Demokratischen
Sozialismus (PDS—Party of Democratic Socialism) was a home where revolu-
tionary Marxists with their beliefs in “realizable utopias” had more in common
with each other than with those on the outside.' The ultimate indicator of be-
longing to the same world is a common vocabulary: like being in the company
an old acquaintance, where important things do not need to be explained. Like
any world, it had no clear boundaries, but one knew when one was in it: from
the tactile to odors in the air, commonly understood jargon, an unending array
of colors, sounds, institutions, uniforms, one “felt” the GDR. Still: these all
echoed, paralleled, or exotically mirrored counterparts elsewhere, more so within
the old bloc, but to some extent in any modern society, variations on a theme.”

Despite the persistence of basic utopian hopes and Marxist worldviews in
certain milieus of the socialists of the GDR, from “old communists” to the
Hitler Youth generation, the reality of the GDR was anything but unchanging.
If T had a critique of the piece it would be its practice of reading material from
the mid-1950s next to documents from a decade later, as if this were from the
precise same place. When one reads transcripts of party meetings from early and
later years, one sees that the GDR evolved, from a place of open and contentious
discussion in the 1950s to the stultifying ritualism in the Honecker years, though
the former years featured unbridled terror.

One indication in the piece is the slogan “Aufbau des Sozialismus” (building
of socialism). The meaning of that phrase changed radically over time, and by
the 1980s certain ideas and stances (if one likes “habitus”) could not be part of
the project. Those insisting on open discussions—called Aussprachen in GDR
German—had become enemies; the problem in Fehlerdiskussionen (discussions
of mistakes) was not the fact of a mistake, but the fact of a discussion. Rather
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than methods of building consensus or discovering truth, a still common idea in
1954, by 1966/ 67, Aussprachen had the primary function of identifying enemies.
The truth of this statement is seen in the curtailing of the searching, critical
films of the early 1960s, or at the Leipzig faculty, in the edging out of figures
like Budzislawski.

One can also give examples from everyday life and the real existierende (really
existing) socialist press. By the 1970s it had the function of impressing not so
much what to know as what not to think, setting limits on what people even
tended to discuss. Without saying that the GDR replicated the Nazi period, we
can draw a lesson from Nicholas Stargardt’s depiction of wartime media in Ger-
man that controlled Europe: by saying nothing about the dark side of German
state practice, the media had set certain limits to what people discussed even in
private.”® Stargardt cites Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann, a social scientist famous
for postwar opinion polling who had worked for Joseph Goebbels’s Das Reich,
and her term “spiral of silence”: “fear of isolation and social sanction tended to
silence individuals who feel they are in the minority, reducing their potential
number; meanwhile press reporting of the ‘majority’ viewpoint augments and
stabilizes its moral position.””

One wonders if Kunze was optimistic when he wrote: “The indoctrination
was so crazy that anyone who had even a spark of creativity and who had not
completely renounced logic, human logic, had to see the contradictions.” Per-
haps his own case reveals that this reality was receding as the journalism school
became a Kaderschmiede (place for forging cadres) from the late 1950s onward:
increasingly those who possessed creativity were not accepted to begin with.

Schemmert and Siemens might have made it more evident that a journalism
school was not just any institution that the party-state wished to instrumentalize:
its goal was to forge new humans who would build the new society, and in this
function it had a status above all other institutions in higher education, excepting
perhaps the Karl Marx Party Academy and the training institutions of the MS.

The pressure to efface gaps between what was written at the official level and
what was said in cafeterias and other public places became drastic. The lives that
GDR citizens might lead “behind walls” were incomparably rich,” but what was
communicated officially, in newspapers or public speeches, with time became
ever emptier and more routine, virtually unreadable. Ralph Jessen describes the
experience of reading reports and correspondence from the waning years of state
socialism: “The older the GDR became, it secems, the more meaningless were
the records it collected of itself. The reports swelled, but their content became
increasingly meagre.” He speaks of “the world of SED socialism” as “linguistically
constituted,” and presumably also linguistically distinct from other societies.”
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Journalism of the “developed socialist society;” that is, of the Honecker period
that succeeded the turbulent time described by our authors, had the function not
so much of disseminating news, but also of restricting people’s ability not just
to pose questions, but to imagine them. (We) liberals profess faith in a quantity
that runs parallel to what theologians call conscience, namely curiosity; people’s
ability to ask questions may be blunted, but can it be eradicated? Those who lived
under the Nazi dictatorship substituted a world of innuendo and often wild ru-
mors for the facts the regime withheld: was the situation similar in the GDR?*?

Superficial observation suggests that the offerings of newsstands failed to
satisfy curiosities. Did people on public transit in the GDR sit engrossed in
newspapers, the way counterparts did in the French metro?** In socialist Moscow
I recall metro riders reading books and not newspapers. The Leseland DDR (East
German society of readers) of course massively consumed Belletristik (fiction),
provided by a functionary mentioned in the piece under discussion, Klaus Hop-
cke, who proudly called himself the Biicherminister (Minister of Books), and
denied employing censorship when I asked him about it in the summer of 1989
(“we have a process of approving books for printing!”). Beloved authors, like
Sarah Kirsch, Stefan Heym, Christoph Hein, quickly sold out, partly because they
attempted to make sense of the “DDR-Lebenswelt.”® But there was also over-
production of ideologically correct material, and the enduring visual impression
from 1990 is of stacks of unread, unsellable books and journals, written material
that lay in bins across the republic before unification, waiting to be pulped.

How far could the state push people into living a reality where questions were
undesired, and Querdenker (unconventional thinkers) went nowhere;* within
the party: why did forces of limiting horizons secem to advance, while those in
favor of questions were edged out, like the heroes we encounter in this piece?

I wondered about this conundrum while studying the purported crime of
flecing East Germany for the West (Republikflucht) at universities before the wall
went up.”” An odd dynamic obtained after the “revisionists” were safely arrested.
On the one hand the party wanted to hold on to desperately needed scholars, but
on the other it kept alienating them and their families by tightening screws: for
example persecuting professors children who attended meetings of Protestant
Youth Groups. Though warnings were issued against Sekzierertum (ideologi-
cal extremism)—another staple in party jargon—the intensity of ideological
vigor differed little between party base and elite: at all levels the SED pushed
for radical conformity. And, predictably, professors left in droves. Well before
August 13, 1961, the SED radicalized university life in a way that necessitated
that students and their teachers maintain Mauern in den Kopfen (walls in their
minds), between what was and was not permissible to think.
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Was the pressure to wall off unwanted ideas and truths perhaps dictated by
the past? Or perhaps more accurately: did an embarrassing past make the sup-
pression of future speech necessary? I am speaking above all of 1953 and 1961,
but there were countless other episodes that could not be openly addressed.
Anyone who stated the undeniable, for example, that Western agitators did not
unleash workers” demonstrations, or that the United States was not poised to
attack from West Berlin, became an instant enemy. Arguably the evident failures
of socialism, the system’s ingrained inability even to verbalize them, required an
escalating scale to suppress questions and curiosity.

It’s a different world but the same galaxy. People belonging to faith commu-
nities established in the hoary past find themselves unthinkingly defending that
community’s history in times long before they were born. Faith communities
are coherent worlds that fear probing questions that might unravel a coil of
cherished truths. Americans also know worlds red and white where unwelcome
questions attract efforts at suppression, where people of differing persuasions
draw on completely different news sources. We also know of rumors, half-truths,
and falschoods substituting for news. The point here is not to relativize, but to
accomplish something the piece of Siemens and Schemmert gestures toward: a
comparative study of dictatorships. What socialism in the colors of the GDR
really meant in world history does not become shocking, banal, or even relevant
until it is placed next to other cases, starting with the most proximate: other
socicties of the socialist world system. East Germany was, as functionaries liked
to joke in the strictures of utopia, “Die grofite DDR der Welt” (“the greatest
GDR in the world.”)

Notes

1. The word officially used in the GDR to capture that intended otherness was
Gesellschafissystem.

2. Our authors write of a “deliberately chosen counter-model to capitalist societies—
[which did not allow for] pluralism of opinion”; Christian Schemmert and Daniel
Siemens, “Die Leipziger Journalistenausbildung in der Ara Ulbricht,” Vierteljahrshefie fiir
Zeitgeschichte 61, no. 2 (April 2013): 201-37, here 202. An English translation of Schemmert
and Siemens’s article appears in this volume as “The Leipzig Educational Program for
Journalists during the Ulbricht Era.”

3. With the ultimate ironic outcome that the regime itself became unable to judge what
its own population thought about its rule. Schemmert and Siemens, “Journalistenausbil-
dung;” 201.

4. As our authors write, “life at the school in the 19505 and 1960s was more diverse than
has previously been assumed”; ibid., 237.

Connelly: Contours of East German Exceptionalism 151



5. Sylvia Kl6tzer, “Wo der Hund begraben liegt: Vom Ende des Studentenkabaretts
‘Rat der Spétter’ 1961/62.” Potsdamer Bulletin fiir Zeithistorische Studien, no. 20/21 (2000):
6-18, here 16, 18.

6. Klotzer finds that the SED created further “cabarets” in the 1970s, with the goal of
using humor to “unmask class enemies” and “deepen friendship with the Soviet Union
and other socialist brother lands” Sylvia Klotzer, “Volldampf woraus?’—Satire in der
DDR: ‘Eulenspiegel’ und ‘Kabarett am Obelisk’ in den siebziger und achtziger Jahren,” in
Herrschaft und Eigen-Sinn in der Diktatur: Studien zur Gesellschafisgeschichte der DDR, ed.
Thomas Lindenberger (Cologne: Béhlau, 1999), 267-313, here 274-75.

7. For orientation, see Andreas Schulz, Lebenswelt und Kultur des Biirgertums im 19. und
20. Jabrhundert, 2nd ed. (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 17-18 and passim.

8. The use of Lebenswelt is also compatible with the basic structure of German histori-
cism, characterized above all by the “the idea of the irreducible individuality of all historical
formations.” Thus Friedrich Meinecke’s view of historicism cited in Wolfgang J. Mommsen,
Biirgerliche Kultur und politische Ordnung: Kiinstler, Schrifisteller und Intellektuelle in der
deutschen Geschichte 18301933 (Frankfurt a. M.: Fischer-Taschenbuch-Verlag, 2000), 103.
The GDR was indeed a very particular “historische Gestaltung.”

9. Alf Liidtke, “Lebenswelt: verriegelte Welt? Uberlegungen zu einem Konzept und
seinen Verwendungen,” Werkstatt Geschichte,no. 75 (2017): 115—2 4. Synonyms for Lebenswelt
include milieu and “political culture” For a critical reflection on the latter, replicating
the spirit of Liidtke’s dissatisfaction with “Lebenswelt,” see Frank Bosch, ““Sonderfall
Ostdeutschland?” Zum Demokratieverstindnis in Ost und West,” Zeitgeschichte-online,
March 18, 2019, https://zeitgeschichte-online.de/themen/sonderfall-ostdeutschland. He
notes that East and West Germans shared many understandings about politics, and that
the contrasting of East and West tends to normalize the old Federal Republic of Germany.
Here, too, the criticism deprives us of conceptual tools to analyze the obvious: that East
and West Europeans lived in, and were shaped by, very different political and social systems.
“Lebenswelt” has roots in Edmund Husserls phenomenology; important proponents
have included Aldred Schiitz as well as Jirgen Habermas. In Habermass case we can
speculate that “Lebenswelt” gave him a way of embracing national or national-like identity
without seeming to reify that very difficult entity in the German context, especially before
unification. See his contribution to the Historikerstreit: “Eine Art Schadensabwicklung: Die
apologetischen Tendenzen in der deutschen Zeitgeschichtsschreibung,” Die Zeit, July 11,
1986. Eigensinn normally translates “obstinacy,” but in the understanding of Lidtke and his
followers, as “Eigen-Sinn” it has come to mean a kind of individual and group human agency,
the subtle determination to live according to one’s own lights, in behavior that cannot be
termed resistance or support. For an insider’s perspective, see Thomas Lindenberger, “Eigen-
Sinn, Domination, and No Resistance,” Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, August 3, 2015, heeps://
docupedia.de/zg/Lindenberger_eigensinn_vi_en_2o01s.

10. Péter Apor adds a critical note: by confusing microhistory and the history of every-
day life, studies of the GDR have tended to focus on the supposed resistance of lower stra-
ta living separate from and against the regime, rather than “providing contexts of the rich
complexity of social and cultural relationships [. . .] situating particular historical events in

their actual historical-anthropological contexts.” They also do not fully grasp the potential

152 GYCH - VOL. 9



of social history to account for the stability of state socialist regimes. Péter Apor, “The Joy
of Everyday Life: Microhistory and the History of Everyday Life in the Socialist Dictator-
ships,” East Central Europe 34/35, no. 1/2 (2008): 185—218, here 186.

11. Thomas Lindenberger, “Tacit Minimal Consensus: The Always Precarious East Ger-
man Dictatorship,” in Popular Opinion in Totalitarian Regimes: Fascism, Nazism, Commu-
nism, ed. Paul Corner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 208—22.

12. Schemmert and Siemens, “Journalistenausbildung,” 236.

13. The supposed conspiracy also included writer Erich Loest and linguists Harro Lucht
and Ronald Létzsch.

14. A leading member of the Rat der Spotter, Heinz-Martin Benecke, went on to a suc-
cessful career in the cultural world of Leipzig after his release from prison; the same was true
of Peter Sodann, who worked in East Berlin and Halle.

15. Fritz Mierau, “Sechs Widmungen oder Vom Verstummen,” in Ralf Schrider (1927-
2001): Das schwierige Leben eines bedeutenden Slawisten, vol. 1: Erinnerungen, Beitrige zu
seinem Werk, Bibliographie, ed. Willi Beitz (Leipzig: Rosa-Luxemburg-Stiftung Sachsen,
2003), 2530, here 27 and passim.

16. And so dissident and critical figures like Stefan Heym, Gerhard Zwerenz, Peter So-
dann, and the Brie brothers found their way into the PDS. Ronald Lotzsch’s wife, Sabine,
was a chairperson of Die Linke. Péter Apor writes that an unanswered question for students
of state socialism is the origin of a need to believe in utopia. Apor, “Joy of Everyday Life,”
186.

17. A major one being consumption.

18. Nicholas Stargardt, The German War: A Nation under Arms, 1939—45 (London: Bod-
ley Head, 2015), 250: “For a time [. . .] the spiral of silence worked.”

19. Stargardt continues: “Her argument also highlights an important intersection be-
tween the public and private spheres of society, with much of the pressure toward confor-
mity exercised privately, within like-minded peer groups. Through embarrassment, even
humiliation, the opinion-forming relationships of family and workplace effect silent shifts
in moral positions.” Ibid., 246.

20. Kunze, cited in Schemmert and Siemens, “Journalistenausbildung,” 237.

21. See Paul Betts, Within Walls: Private Life in the German Democratic Republic (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

22. Ralph Jessen, “Diktatorische Herrschaft als kommunikative Praxis: chrlegungen
zum Zusammenhang von ‘Biirokratie’ und Sprachnormierung in der DDR-Geschichte,”
Presse in der DDR, June 6, 2011, https://pressegeschichte.docupedia.de/wiki/Dikrtatorische
_Herrschaft_als kommunikative Praxis Version_1.html.

23. The regime itself attempted to steer and run the “rumor mill” for its own purposes.
See Lars-Broder Keil and Sven Felix Kellethoff, Geriichte machen Geschichte: Folgenreiche
FEalschmeldungen im 20. Jabhrhundert (Berlin: Ch. Links, 2006), 23-24.

24. People of course subscribed to newspapers, for weather and sport news, also for in-
formation about local events that affected them personally; but this did not involve much
“reading.” The newspaper was valuable for many other purposes, like cleaning glass. Students
were supposed to be familiar with the content of Neues Dentschland and could be asked

about it in school; certain entertaining magazines, like Enlenspiegel or Guter Rat, were in-

Connelly: Contours of East German Exceptionalism 153



deed read and survived the transition to a market economy (three titles in all). Citizens also
read the press for disguised news: for example “cating eggs is healthy” meant the refriger-
ating facilities were full. But getting that kind of information required a practice akin to
reading: skimming.

25. Sabine Peschel, “Die wichtigsten Autoren der DDR-Literatur, DW-Kultur, No-
vember 9, 2019, https://www.dw.com/de/angepasst-umstritten-aufm%C3%B Cpfig-die
-wichtigsten-autoren-der-ddr-literatur/a-s1173688.

26. This was an insight Dietrich Staritz shared with me in the summer of 1989 in his of-
fice at Mannheim. Mannheim. Querdenker also translates as “lateral thinker.”

27. John Connelly, “Zur ‘Republikflucht’ von Wissenschaftlern in den fuinfziger Jahren,”
Zeitschrift fiir Geschichtswissenschaft 42, no. 4 (April 1994): 331-52.

154 GYCH - VOL. 9



Divided but Not Disconnected

Transboundary Waters as a German-German
Environmental Problem

ASTRID M. ECKERT

Although humans have been busily creating territorial boundaries for millenia, rivers pass
through these imagined frontiers. This article analyzes the way in which the waterways con-
necting East and West Germany forced both states to work with each other to address river
pollution. It explores the political circumstances, conflicting interpretations, and economic
interests that influenced and even prevented agreements to clean up rivers during the 1970s
and 1980s. For the Federal Republic, the consequences of the German Democratic Republic’s
environmental laxity soon became a pressing concern because 95 percent of these rivers ran
from East to West. In contrast, East German negotiation strategies were driven by the country’s
need for Western currency. By the 1980s, an acute shortage of foreign currency led East German
officials to view the environment as a commodity that it could use to convince West German
authorities to share its wealth. The Werra River, gravely damaged by potash salts, serves as an
example for the strategic dynamic that evolved between both German states. The article con-
cludes that environmental policy and river ecology functioned as independent causal factors in

post-1945 German history.

In the wake of the East German revolution in 1989/90, when the official taboo
on environmental issues was lifted, a survey of the natural environment in the
former German Democratic Republic (GDR) revealed a state of affairs that
was almost as shocking as the state of the East German economy.' In January
1990 the news magazine Der Spiegel carried a cover story entitled “the poison
kitchen of the GDR” and illustrated its ecological horror story with an image
of a bubbling round-bottom flask.? Following reunification, the Federal Re-
public of Germany invested billions in environmental protection and in clean-
ing up contaminated sites in the former GDR; Joachim Radkau called this
“the world’s most expensive environmental protection operation.”® The eco-
logical costs of the socialist planned economy did not, however, come as news
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straddling West Germany and its socialist neighbors.

to West German experts on the GDR. East German environmental contami-
nation had been a constant concern for West Germany since the early 1970s.
For years, the wind had blown sulfur dioxide, fly ashes, and herbicides across
the border into western territory; and the rivers had carried heavy metals, fer-
tilizers, and sewage into the Federal Republic. Environmental diplomacy thus
became another field of activity for political experts in inter-German relations.
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Until shortly before the fall of the Berlin Wall, they continued to work out
the implementation of the hard-won Environmental Accords of 1987; the last
environmental agreement between the two German states was concluded in
July 1989.% By then the division of Germany, while continuing to be the sub-
ject of thetoric, had long been treated as an established fact in the old Federal
Republic.

Physical and biological environmental conditions—climate, water, air, soil—
know no political boundaries. In many instances, environmental history has taken
this into account and defined its analytical framework irrespective of national
entities.’ Especially studies on the history of transboundary rivers can be consid-
ered as models in this respect.® Major waterways connect political and cultural
communities in ways that transcend the rivers themselves; they create hinterlands
and determine the development of infrastructure. Competing claims to rivers
as transport and trade routes, as a source of water for people and animals, and,
with increasing industrialization, as a conduit for effluent engendered models
of shared regulation. Interventions upstream had consequences downstream;
where the straightening of a river brought benefits for some, it threatened oth-
ers with flooding. Who was allowed to intervene how was always a question of
political power.

In the German context, environmental history illustrates well how until 1990
the country was “divided, but not disconnected.” Water management in particu-
lar (the supply of drinking water to West Berlin or the border city of Duderstadt,
the management of the Oker dam in the Harz Mountains, the maintenance of
agricultural drainage channels near the border), along with the use of natural
resources in mining (lignite near Helmstedt/Harbke, potash along the Werra),
disaster prevention (building dikes along the Elbe River, protection against ra-
dioactivity in Gorleben/Morsleben), forestry issues (bark beetle infestation,
air pollution from sulfur dioxide), and wastewater problems (sewage treatment
plants, industrial wastewater), shows just how difficult it was to divide a highly
industrialized state by a paper partition.” However perfect the deadly border
installations became, the inter-German border and the Berlin Wall inadvertently
became “contact zones” between the two German states."”

Waste and environmental toxins crossed the border in both directions. Es-
pecially during the 1980s, West German politics and business sought to dispose
of waste as inexpensively as possible, which entailed sending some of the coun-
try’s household and toxic waste to the GDR. After the fall of the Wall, West
German environmental organizations were at pains to remind the public that
West Germany had been “so clean” not least at the expense of the GDR M Sulfur
dioxide from the West blew into East Germany when the wind was blowing in
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that direction, although air pollution in the other direction was much greater.
The GDR’s dependence on lignite meant that in the 1980s it emitted the largest
volume of sulfur dioxide in the whole of Europe.?

With respect to rivers that flowed across borders, however, the burden was
almost exclusively West Germany’s. Most rivers along the former inter-German
border flow from east to west, turning the Federal Republic into the downstream
recipient of the GDR’s waste until 1990. While West Germany did indeed suffer
environmental contamination, it also exploited this state of affairs to exert polit-
ical pressure on the GDR. The Stasi warned the leadership of the Sozialistische
Einheitspartei Deutschlands (SED—Socialist Unity Party of Germany) that
this strategy was designed to squeeze the GDR economically since “environ-
mental protection would require enormous expenditure, which would put the
GDR[...] inadifficult position.”” At the same time, the SED leadership feared
negative western news coverage about its environmental sins."* When the East
German Ministry of the Environment instructed subordinate agencies in 1981 to
avert environmental damage, it was motivated not by a genuine concern for the
environment but by a fear of losing face. Spills as such were not the issue; only
those that would provide Bonn with further leverage constituted a problem.”
Conversely, the GDR used the means at its disposal to record West German
cross-border environmental transgressions. When the coal-fired power station
in Buschhaus, near Helmstedt, was set to go into operation without desulfur-
ization filters in 1984, East German authorities quickly installed two measuring
devices for sulfur dioxide in Harbke/Marienborn in order to collect evidence
that West Germany was freeloading on the GDR .

Using the example of borderland waters, this essay examines the dynamics
that arose between the two German states from transboundary environmental
problems. It asks which political circumstances and interpretations of the sit-
uation at hand prevented or obstructed cooperation between East and West
Germany. It reveals in particular how crucial the shortage of hard currency was
for the GDR in the 1980s. However, this essay is not concerned only with en-
vironmental policy. It also acknowledges the independent role played by the
ecology of rivers. The Werra River, heavily contaminated by saline wastewater
from the GDR’s potash industry, will be used as an illustration of the connection
between environmental policy and material environmental history,” allowing
us to approach an environmental history topic with the familiar categories of
politically oriented contemporary history.”
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All Rivers Flow West

East Germany was by nature a relatively dry country and was therefore forced
to recycle water, especially in industrial production. Years with low precipi-
tation could easily lead to acute water shortages, so that “fear of a lack of
water” determined all water policy decisions ever since the GDR came into
existence.” Despite official efforts, however, by 1990, 45 percent of East Ger-
man rivers could no longer be used to supply drinking water.” Rehabilitation
measures for these waterways were only considered if the water quality became
so poor that it impaired industrial production. But especially with respect to
transboundary rivers, the GDR regarded such efforts as superfluous, “since
the[se] rivers usually leave GDR territory after short stretches, and therefore
the contamination of these waters does not result in any restrictions on water
use within GDR territory.””

Farther downstream, this very attitude defined West Germany’s woes, since
in 95 percent of cases the transboundary rivers drained from the GDR into West
German territory. Thus West Germany received twenty-five times the influx
that the GDR did. Whereas by the 1970s the rivers flowing from east to west
carried a steadily increasing pollution load, the GDR, solely on account of the
direction of flow, did not suffer anything comparable in the other direction. The
only rivers that offered potential points of discussion for the GDR in this respect
were the Franconian Saale, possibly the Warme Bode in the Harz region, and
the Teltow Canal in Berlin.”> However, West Germany preempted such poten-
tial complaints by investing DM 166 million in the Saale, while modern sewage
treatment plants were installed in West Berlin.” The only targets of occasional
criticism, therefore, were a few water management maintenance measures on the
West German side.” West Germany, on the other hand, was the recipient of a
multitude of pollutants in transboundary waters, which reflected the fundamen-
tal environmental problems in the GDR in the 1970s and 1980s. The impact of
these problems on transboundary rivers alone was as follows.

Waste from unregulated or inadequately secured garbage dumps washed into
transboundary waters. In principle, East German consumers produced less pack-
aging waste than their western counterparts due to lower consumption levels and
greater efforts to recycle raw materials.” Yet both industrial waste and house-
hold trash were regularly deposited in unsecured landfills, even though this
was illegal in the GDR as well.?* The Steinach River in Franconia, for example,
regularly carried trash from the Képpelsdorflandfill in Sonneberg County across
the border into Kronach County. After mild flooding in April 1975, the Weiss
electricity company in Mitwitz had to shut down its power station in order to
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fish tin cans, plastic bottles, car tires, crates, chairs, and various wooden objects
out of the river. Whole pig carcasses had become trapped in the power station’s
grate.”” The Weiss company repeatedly alerted county officials in Kronach to the
problem and filed a complaint with the Border Commission, but these efforts
brought no improvement. After four years of entreating the local government
without success, the company eventually turned to the Federal Ministry of Justice
in Bonn to complain about the lack of progress, but to no avail.”®

The removal of solid objects from streams could be solved by mechanical
means, but smaller transboundary rivers also suffered from inflows of pesticides
as well as wastewater from slaughterhouses, dairies, breweries, and agrochemical
works. The SED’s agricultural policy caused a further fundamental environmen-
tal problem, since its ambition to achieve maximum yields per hectare left little
scope for extensive agriculture.”” As in West Germany, so in the GDR cultural
landscapes were systematically cleared for agricultural use. The courses of rivers
and crecks were straightened, hedges and small wooded areas removed, and
wetlands drained by land melioration combines to enlarge fields and accommo-
date heavy agricultural machinery.® The decision in the early 1960s to separate
livestock farming from crop production proved to be especially problematic.
Factory farming produced large amounts of liquid manure, which was general-
ly spread in the immediate vicinity of the animal factories.” At the same time,
plant production went chemical and increased the use of mineral fertilizers,
pesticides, and herbicides. By the early 1970s East German agriculture found
itself in a vicious circle whereby the erosion and contamination of the soil, the
decline in the groundwater table levels, the eutrophication of surface waters, and
the expansion of open lignite mining to agricultural areas resulted in a reduction
in the amount of land available for farming. To compensate for this, farms tried
to improve soil quality through increased use of fertilizers, further land melio-
ration, and ever greater intensification of land use. The policy adjustment made
in the late 1970s regarding the size of fields and land melioration in many cases
failed to be implemented owing to the economic constraints faced by individual
farms.*” In view of the resulting devastation, Michael Succow, deputy minister
of the environment in the de Maizi¢re government, even spoke in 1990 of these
agricultural landscapes as “brownfield sites.”*

On the West German side of the border, this form of industrialized agriculture
manifested itself in transboundary waters. Particularly in the smaller streams, such
as the Foritz, Kreck, Itz, and Milz in Franconia, fish regularly died, for which
damages were sought by way of the Border Commission. The GDR, however,
rarely admitted that the cause of the pollution lay on its side of the border.* As
arule, its representatives in the Border Commission reported that the respon-
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sible water authority had found no cause for the contamination.® It then fell to
the West German authorities to compensate those who had suffered damage.
Whereas in 1970 the Bavarian State Chancellery mainly expected damage along
the inter-German border to be caused by exploding landmines, by 1976 its focus
had shifted to fish die-offs in transboundary streams.*

A further source of water pollution in the GDR was untreated or inade-
quately treated municipal sewage and industrial wastewater. In 1983, 9o per-
cent of East German households were connected to the central drinking water
supply, but only 70 percent of them to the public sewage system and only 53
percent to a sewage treatment plant.” Municipal wastewater and fecal matter
were either dumped in an unregulated fashion in landfills, released untreated
into rivers, or irrigated on wastewater farms. Sewage sludge was even deposited
on cultivated fields.*® Owing to insufficient maintenance and to wear and tear,
municipal sewage treatment plants were generally ineffective and limited to
the mechanical stages of water purification.”” In 1987, the problem caught up
with a major sewage plant in Dresden-Kaditz. The facility suffered an outage
when the Elbe River flooded the plant. Overwhelmed by the floodwaters, the
electricity supply broke down, the pumps from the 1920s stopped working, and
the entire pumping station suffered irreparable damage. With the Kaditz plant
completely incapacitated, for the next five years all the sewage from Dresden
and the adjacent municipalities poured untreated into the Elbe.*’

The first two environmental agreements between the two German states con-
cerned municipal wastewater being discharged into transboundary rivers, which
indicates just how seriously West Germany took this environmental problem. In
1982 the two states concluded an agreement to refurbish the three sewage treat-
ment facilities in East Berlin: Miinchehofe, Falkenberg, and Nord. The Federal
Republic contributed DM 68 million to the installation of a tertiary purification
stage designed to eliminate phosphates, anticipating that this would improve the
water quality in West Berlin; this indeed proved to be the case once the facility
went into operation.” In 1983 a second agreement was concluded to clean up the
Réden River flowing between Thuringia and Bavaria. Since Sonneberg, a town
of 28,000 inhabitants, did not have a sewage treatment plant, municipal sewage
flowed directly into the river. Between Sonneberg and Neustadt, near Coburg,
the Réden resembled a cesspool.** The East German Ministry of Environmen-
tal Protection and Water did not attempt to disguise the state of affairs in the
transboundary river: “As a result of the discharge of wastewater, the Réden is a
particularly contaminated river that resembles a sewage canal when the water
level is low. Downstream from Sonneberg and well beyond the state border to
West Germany, it is impossible to use water from the Roden. The high levels
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of contamination lead to putrefaction and a permanent stench. The hygienic
conditions are alarming. There is a danger of epidemics.”

Even such alarming findings did not lead the GDR to try to avert the danger
to its own population. Instead, in 1982 environmental data in the GDR became
classified information.** On the Bavarian side of the border, by contrast, the state
of the river was public knowledge. The Bavarian authorities first tried to deal with
the stinking water on their own by building a purification facility at Neustadt-
Wildenheid, yet the plant was soon overwhelmed.® Following lengthy negoti-
ations the two sides agreed to build a mechanical-biological sewage treatment
plant using the latest environmental technology. West Germany supplied the
technology as well as a share of the financing. Together, the federal government
and the State of Bavaria spent DM 18 million to improve the water quality in the
Réden.* The sewage treatment plant went into operation in 1987.

If the inadequate purification of municipal wastewater was already critical,
the pollution of rivers caused by industrial wastewater moved many streams
toward a toxic tipping point. The GDR did not invest in the purification of
industrial wastewater until a point was reached when river water was not even
usable for cooling purposes, which resulted in production stoppages in facto-
ries downstream.” This was the case with the Saale River, for example. As a
rule, industrial wastewater was only subjected to mechanical purification that
removed sediments and solids and skimmed off oils and greases before the wa-
ter was discharged into a river. The rest was left to the “natural self-purification
properties” of the stream.*® However, by the 1980s rivers like the Elbe and its
tributaries were no longer capable of self-purification. The contamination of
the river began in Czechoslovakia and continued in the GDR. East German
water experts regularly cited a “considerable self-cleaning stretch” of the Elbe
between Magdeburg and Boizenburg, and explained that therefore the river
was “not unduly polluted” when it left the territory of the GDR.* The West
Germans saw the situation differently, though, asserting that when the water
arrived in Schnackenburg in Lower Saxony it already carried 8o percent of its
pollution load. This load comprised 25 metric tons of mercury, 13 metric tons
of cadmium, 120 metric tons of lead, and 100 metric tons of nickel, copper, and
chromium annually’® When the first water-quality map for the whole of Ger-
many was compiled in 1990, a new category had to be introduced for the state
of the Elbe: level 8—ecologically destroyed.” The Elbe drama was repeated in
practically every creck and river along the inter-German border. However, it
was not the Elbe that prompted the West German government to engage in
negotiations with the GDR about transboundary water pollution but the Werra,
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which had already been contaminated with salts from the potash industry since
the nincteenth century.

On the Banks of the Werra: The Background to the
Environmental Dispute between the Two Germanys

The Werra rises in the southern Thuringian Highlands, known as the Slate
Mountains, near the Rennsteig Ridge. In its middle reaches between the states
of Hesse and Thuringia, it meanders across the border several times. One of its
most important tributaries, the Ulster, originates in the Rhon region of Hesse,
flows through the town Unterbreizbach in Thuringia and joins the Werra at
Philippstal in Hesse. It merges with the Fulda 298 km further downstream at
Hannoversch Miinden to form the Weser. The potash seams along the banks
of the Werra formed the basis for the German potash industry in the mid-
nineteenth century. By 1900, this became the most important industry in the
region’s economy and drew on its natural resources as a matter of course. The
Werra thus not only provided potable water and irrigation water for agricul-
ture but also absorbed the wastewater generated by the mining industry. How-
ever, potash mining soon polluted the Werra to such an extent that conflicts
over wastewater arose between the different states of the German Reich. In
1911 those who opposed the potash industry—fishermen, farmers, manufactur-
ers, and representatives of municipalities—staged the first organized protest in
Naumburg an der Saale. It quickly became apparent that the existence of this
entire industrial sector depended on the disposal of saline wastewater.

In 1913 ajoint Prussian-Thuringian Potash Wastewater Commission met for
the first time in Kassel. Its task from then on was to regulate the discharge of
brines into the river. But even the newly drawn up salt plan and the monitor-
ing of the river water were not sufficient to bring the chloride concentration in
the Werra under control. Concentrations of between soo and 1,500 milligrams
per liter (mg/L) remained common. Well before World War I, water experts
analyzed the consequences of such concentrations for the flora and fauna, and
predicted that azonal seashore vegetation would develop along the river if such
high salinity persisted. In 1925 the river experienced its first “water bloom”, a
large-scale proliferation of saline-tolerant freshwater diatoms, followed by the
mass death of fish.”> Bremen had been protesting against increasing chloride
concentration in its drinking water since 1912 and demanded that the Reich
Health Office enforce a maximum concentration of 250 mg/L. But Bremen

never succeeded in imposing this limit.
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In the 1930s the city gave up protesting. The potash industry had bought
Bremen’s compliance with a promise to ship a large share of exports via the city’s
port. At the same time, Bremen was connected to a 200-km-long pipeline from
the Harz Mountains to provide it with drinking water>* During World War II,
the permissible chloride level was raised by decree from 1,780 to 2,500 mg/L,
which then became the new normal after the war ended.” Thus the salinity
of the Werra remained way above the biological damage threshold: a chloride
concentration higher than 250 mg/L makes water “hard” and hence no longer
potable. A concentration above 650 mg/L rules out agricultural use of water for
irrigation or as drinking water for livestock. Freshwater organisms exhibit dif-
ferent levels of salinity tolerance: soo mg/L kills native crayfish, 2,000 mg/L is
fatal for freshwater mussels and water lice, and 2,500 mg/L destroys most native
freshwater fish; even the hardy eel perishes in a 4,000 mg/L concentration.>

The potash industry responded to the regulation by seeking alternatives to
discharging saline wastewater into the river. The idea of “brine channels” was
already considered in 1912. This would have entailed running pipelines over hun-
dreds of kilometers to transport the brines from the potash miningareas to the
Weser near Bremen or to the lower reaches of the Elbe. But the project proved
too expensive.”’ Instead, the geological conditions in the Werra region were
regarded as favorable for injecting brines into the ground. From the mid-1920s
onward, some of the saline wastewater was discharged cither into decommis-
sioned mine shafts or into wells that were sunk for this purpose (Schluckbrunnen).
In the 1950s, when readily available cavities were becoming rare, the industry
sought to maximize the underground cavities through pressurized deep-well
injections. Until the carly 1990s the potash works along the Werra pumped
some 9oo million m? of wastewater underground. Compared with discharging
the saline wastewater directly into the river, this proved to be the lesser evil, but
it came with its own problems. Shortly after the pressurized deep-well injections
began, reports emerged of pressurized brines seeping out of the earth again and
contaminating agricultural land. Moreover, the wastewater pushed up the wa-
ter table or increased the salinity of the groundwater. Back on the surface, the
flora adapted to the new salinity. In the Rohrlache near Heringen, for example,
a section of the Werra floodplains encompassing 75 hectares, rare salt marshes
evolved, offering a habitat to many species of vegetation normally found on the
seashore, just as had been predicted before 1914. In 1979, the Rohrlache was
placed under nature protection.’®

Although the pollution of the Werra has a deep history, it reached its cul-
mination only after 194s. In 1947 the Potash Wastewater Commission issued
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maximum thresholds and saline discharge quotas for both East and West for one
last time: just under two-thirds were allocated to the potash mines in Thuringia,
while a good third remained for the Hessian mines. After 1951 the GDR repre-
sentatives no longer attended meetings of the commission and did not provide
any information about the volume of brine discharged. Yet a major fish kill in
1953/54 based on a chloride concentration of more than 6,000 mg/L indicated
just how active the eastern mines were. By the early 1960s the salt concentration
in the Werra was so high that it prevented the water from freezing.”” In 1968 the
Thuringian potash mines stopped using deep-well injection of brines, because
they had run out of underground cavities. Moreover, the injections threatened
Eisenach’s water supply and damaged agricultural land.®° From then on, the salt
load was discharged directly into the Werra. As a consequence, fish now also
died downstream in the Weser River; in the Werra itself, freshwater organisms
were already long gone.®!

Henceforth, the contamination of the Werra and the Weser reached ever
new heights, as Der Spiegel reported in graphic terms in 1976: “If you wanted
to transport the salts in the Weser’s riverbed by federal rail, you would need a
freight train with 40 cars each carrying 15 tons, to run every ss minutes to the
North Sea.”® In fall 1976, the river reached its highest chloride concentration
with 40,000 mg/L, which still manifested itself downstream in Bremen a a level
of 2,400 mg/L. The Weser had thus long since become “saltier than the North
Sea”® The supply of drinking water to 476 cities and municipalities with around
five million inhabitants—including Bremen, whose drinking water was mixed
with 40 percent Weser water until the mid-1970s—was considered to be seri-
ously threatened, since the groundwater was also affected by the salination. In
1982 the City of Bremen had to stop extracting potable water from the Weser,
since the addition of chlorine to the already highly saline Weser water meant
that the bromoform content became too high.®* Even industrial water could
only be extracted from the Weser at considerable expense. In addition, technical
equipment and building works along the rivers exhibited premature corrosion
and material fatigue. The salt ate away at turbines, pipes, bridge piers, and ships’
hulls, causing damage to steel and concrete amounting to an estimated DM 65
million a year.” Salination, a leading official in the Lower Saxony Ministry of the
Environment concluded in 1980, “is currently the most pressing environmental
problem between the GDR and the Federal Republic of Germany.”¢

As in the case of the Roden, the East German authorities had all the neces-
sary information about the situation in the Werra and the Weser. A 1971 expert

report listed all the damage that could be expected from potash wastewater:
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Damage to a large number of groundwater works in the Weser region
Bank filtrate can no longer be used for drinking water
Bremen can only take so percent of its drinking water from the Weser

Impact on the salination of the Mittelland Canal (into which Weser
water is discharged near Minden) extending as far as the Miinster area

Impairment of the use of river water for industrial purposes
Damage to Werra fisheries

Impairment of agricultural use of water from the Werra, the Weser,
and the Mittelland Canal.”

However, East and West Germany drew fundamentally different conclusions
from the available environmental data, and right up to the demise of the GDR
were unable to reach any agreement that might have relieved the situation in
the Werra. What, then, were the factors that made inter-German environmen-

tal diplomacy such a futile exercise?

No Help for the Werra

In the carly 1970s both German states took a new approach to ecology, which
coincided with Erich Honecker’s coming to office in the GDR. For ashort time,
environmental policy and nature conservation seemed to offer a new field for
the GDR to boost its international standing. By 1975, the country had created a
Ministry of the Environment and passed exemplary environmental legislation,
at least in theory. However, the optimistic mood soon waned, cither because
the GDR leadership realized that they did not have the economic wherewithal
to put their own environmental laws into practice, or because their political
priorities shifted to housing and consumer goods production.®® The economic
inability to invest in environmental protection also had ideological underpin-
nings. The GDR regarded environmental pollution as “a legacy of capitalism.”
Its argument was that capitalist production was designed to maximize profits,
which inevitably led to a subordination of ecology and ruthless exploitation
of natural resources. Under socialism, on the other hand, there was a unity
between economy and ecology, and the relationship between human beings
and their environment was a harmonious one. In the long term, since socialist
production was not oriented toward maximizing profits, it would overcome
the environmental damage it had inherited.®” In practice, however, it was by no
means “pure doctrine” that repeatedly brought negotiations between the two
states to a standstill but rather the question of who was responsible: West Ger-

166 GYCH - VOL. 9



many argued with the “polluter pays” principle, whereas the GDR espoused
a “beneficiary pays” principle. The GDR had caused the damage, so it should
repair it, Bonn asserted. West Germany would benefit from improvements, so
it should pay, East Berlin countered.

But these irreconcilable positions were not the only factor blocking the envi-
ronmental negotiations. Between 1974 and 1980 the GDR refused to participate
in any discussions about environmental policy, citing the “illegally” established
Umweltbundesamt (UBA—Environmental Federal Agency) in West Berlin.
Interior Minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher had decided in 1973 to locate a new
agency for environmental issues in West Berlin in order to increase the West
German presence in the divided city, and to create high-profile, highly skilled
jobs there. The plan was based on an admittedly idiosyncratic interpretation of
the Four Power Agreement of 1971, which revoked West Berlin’s status as an
“integral part” of the Federal Republic of Germany but made the concession
that “ties” between West Berlin and the Federal Republic could be “maintained
and developed.” The West German government regarded the new federal agency
in this sense, whereas the GDR saw it as a gross violation of the “quadripartite
agreement” and was able to rely on full support from Moscow on this point.”
The Interior Ministry’s juggling with words, whereby instead of a Federal Envi-
ronmental Agency only an Environmental Federal Agency was to be opened in
West Berlin, did nothing to change this interpretation. In the short term, the
GDR responded with harassment on the transit routes to West Berlin;”' in the
longer term, it blocked all environmental negotiations. As a consequence, the
environmental agreement originally slated to follow on the coattails of the Basic
Treaty did not materialize as planned in 1973 but only in 1987.7

The row about the Environmental Federal Agency illustrated how entangled
environmental talks were with the complexities of inter-German politics, and
how they always overlapped with other issues in terms of content and timing.
This meant that environmental questions could suddenly be made contingent on
other areas of policy. The GDR responded to the initial West German inquiries
about cleaning up the Elbe River in 1983 by raising the vexatious question of
the border. While West Germany insisted that the demarcation line should run
along the east bank of the Elbe, East Germany claimed that it ran through the
middle of the river. Of course the GDR leadership knew perfectly well that the
West German position about the location of the demarcation line on the eastern
bank of the river was one of the few remaining political principles concerning the
division of Germany on which neither Bonn nor Hanover (the capital of Lower
Saxony) would budge. The border question was therefore a reliable obstacle for
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delaying environmental negotiations. It was not until 1988 that Chancellery Min-
ister Wolfgang Schiuble cleared the way for negotiations by simply linking the
question of cleaning up the Elbe with the renegotiation of the transit regulations
for West Berlin, which were due to expire in 1989. Schiuble thus made the level
of the transit fee that the GDR received dependent on beginning constructive
talks about the Elbe.”” Given that in 1981 the federal government had had to be
pressured into negotiations with the GDR by the federal states that lay along
the Elbe, this was a surprisingly decisive move.”

Inter-German Negotiations

In the case of the contamination of the Werra and the Weser, attempts to bring
about inter-German cooperation repeatedly ran into obstacles. Ever since the
potash mines in Thuringia had stopped the deep-well injection of brines in
1968 and instead discharged them directly into the Werra, the salt contami-
nation of the river had become an urgent problem for West Germany. Early
attempts to discuss the issue on an administrative level failed on account of
another perennial issuc in relations between East and West Germany: the ques-
tion of recognizing the GDR'’s sovereignty. According to a statement issued by
the GDR in 1971, the Federal Republic could only press compensation claims
on the basis of international law, which in turn would require that it recog-
nize the GDR as a subject of international law. “But as long as West Germany
maintains its presumptuous principle of being the sole representative [of the
German people], it can accordingly not assert such claims.””> Thwarted in their
efforts at the lower administrative level, the Bonn representatives brought the
subject back onto the agenda during the negotiations about the Basic Treaty
(on relations between the two states).”® The treaty of 1972 envisioned future
topical agreements, “in order to contribute to the prevention of damage and
danger to the respective other side.””” In the preparations for an environmental
agreement between the two Germanys, potash wastewater soon became the
most urgent problem, yet the quarrel about the Environmental Federal Agency
rapidly put an end to such talks. The GDR broke off negotiations in 1974, and
the brines continued to pour into the river.”®

Officially there was silence on the issue until 1980. While the GDR leadership
refused to address its own waste disposal methods, it was very keen to talk about
the deep-well brine injections performed by West German potash firms. In Feb-
ruary 1975 miners at the Marx-Engels pit in Thuringia discovered that brine was
seeping into a shaft. In addition, increased salinity was measured in the drinking
water in Unterbreizbach, and brines were resurfacing in the vicinity. On June 23

168 GYCH - VOL. 9



the shaft in question collapsed. The GDR leadership held the deep-well injections
carried out by the Western Hattorf and Wintershall mines responsible for this
“seismic event,” and demanded damages of 80 million Valutamarks (VM), the
agreement currency between the two German states.”” The Bonn government
flatly rejected the GDR’s claims and presented an expert evaluation attributing
the shaft collapse to flaws in the Thuringian mining technology. The evaluation
asserted that the pillars supporting the overlying rock had been clipped too much
in order to raise the volume of raw salt mined.®’ The Chancellor’s Office used
the opportunity to challenge the claim that brines had reemerged from Hessian
deep-well injections.” However, brines began to resurface on the western side of
the border as well, and still pose a problem to this day; on this point the GDR’s
complaint may well have been justified.*

Although Giinter Mittag, the secretary for the economy of the SED Cen-
tral Committee, held no expectations that Bonn would recognize the GDR’s
compensation claim, he nonetheless urged Honecker to authorize negotiations
about cross-border mine safety.® It was not least a question of the inviolability
of East German territory, since the West German potash brine had quite liter-
ally infiltrated the border.** The SED leadership thought it could see a pattern
here: the West German potash works were injecting their brines into GDR ter-
ritory on a large scale in order to “fulfill the requirements of the West German
environmental authorities at the GDR’s expense.” In a similar way, in choosing
Gorleben as its site for storing nuclear waste, it shifted “the safety risks largely
to East German territory”®

In East Berlin, however, it was clear that any approach of western officials
on the issue of potash mining would inevitably prompt the Bonn government
to address the condition of the Werra. Indeed, an expert evaluation from
Hans Reichelt’s Ministry of the Environment came to the conclusion that,
given mounting levels of pollution, the international trend was for problems
between neighboring states to be settled contractually. The advancement of
international law in this area was a development the GDR would not be able to
ignore indefinitely. Reichelt predicted that the cheap method of discharging all
brines into the river could not be “maintained for much longer,” since it would
“seriously” compromise relations with West Germany. On the other hand, he
reasoned, the potash deposits along the Werra were finite, expected to come to
an end at some point. Until then, however, Reichelt recommended holding onto
the “economically most convenient disposal method for the GDR of draining
[wastewater] into the Werra”—in other words, potash mining should continue
for as long as possible and as cheaply as possible. The GDR’s negotiating strategy

was thus clear: the tactic was “to delay the start of [any] negotiations about the
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salinization of the Werra or other environmental questions.”* And indeed, the
GDR succeeded in achieving this goal. Seven meetings of experts on potash
mining safety, fourteen rounds of negotiations on reducing deep-well brine
injection and Werra salinization, and four sessions of exploratory talks had not
succeeded in reducing the contamination of the Werra by the time the GDR
collapsed.¥”

In the world of inter-German relations, where often only small steps were
possible, the Bonn delegations sometimes felt that they had achieved minor
successes. At the request of the GDR, it was agreed that the talks about mining
safety in 1976/77, in which the GDR demanded that a causal relationship be-
tween brine injections and the mining accident be recognized, would be kept
secret.® The West Germans therefore regarded it as a success that they managed
to divert the talks from the issue of mining safety to that of the salinization of
the Werra and to make the consultations public. Six years after the tug-of-war
about the Environmental Federal Agency, the two sides announced the start of
expert talks in April 1980.% West Germany had cleverly used the GDR’s demands
for compensation as a conduit for getting the issue of the contamination of
the Werra onto the agenda. For its part, the GDR had managed to ensure that
this aspect would only be discussed in tandem with the problems of deep-well
brine injections and other issues relating to the potash industry. Insofar as the
GDR leadership was willing to discuss the salinization of the Werra at all—and
it remained a declared goal to avoid the subject”*—they hoped that contact of
this kind would give them access to West German environmental technology.
In addition, the GDR delegation made its willingness to hold talks contingent
on one condition: “The GDR shall not incur any costs.”” Besides insisting on
their all too familiar “beneficiary pays” attitude, the East German negotiators
also made the ecologically outrageous claim that the salinization of rivers was
merely a “transit problem.” The water, they claimed, “only flows through the
Federal Republic of Germany, eventually reaching the North Sea.”* The negoti-
ations soon reached an impasse, not least because the GDR repeatedly made the
transition from preliminary talks to real negotiations dependent on “a concrete
cost-sharing commitment.” And indeed the GDR was unable to budge here.
For years the discharge of brines into the Werra had been for the Thuringian
mines “the only economically viable way of ensuring that the plan target for
potash production was met.”

At the same time the West German aim of the negotiations—to reduce the
salinization of the Werra—offered the GDR a welcome opportunity to pursue
a selective modernization of its potash industry. The environmental technology
required for this was to come from the West, and the East German experts had
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clear ideas about which technology they wanted. In the years of noncommuni-
cation the old idea of constructing a saltwater pipeline had been entertained by
state politicians in Lower Saxony and Hesse. The idea was for a 400-km-long
pipeline to pump potash wastewater from the mines in Hesse and Thuringia
directly into the North Sea. Budgeted at DM 1.3 billion, the pipeline would
have been the most expensive environmental project ever in West Germany.”
Following a feasibility study, however, it was shelved in June 19817 Instead, the
Federal Republic offered to build flotations’” in the GDR to separate halite and
kieserite from crude salt. This technology could have been installed within two
to three years. Bonn likewise advocated the construction of retention ponds that
withheld the brines when the water level in the river was low and released them
once the flow increased. This would allow the brines to be diluted and ensure a
more even flow, since flora and fauna in the Werra and the Weser suffered chiefly
from sudden discharges of environmental toxins to which no organism could
adapt in the long term. The GDR representatives, however, preferred to use an
electrostatic separation process called ESTA, which Kali & Salz AG (K&S) in
Kassel had developed itself at a cost of DM 300 million. This had enabled K&S
to reduce the amount of brines discharged into the river; instead, salt tailings
were piled up into widely visible potash mountains, earning them the nickname
“Monte Kali” This elaborate procedure meant that potash production in Hesse
cost far more than it did in Thuringja.”®

The ESTA technology was of course not a bargaining chip that the Bonn team
could simply play, since K&S owned the patents. The company board could only
imagine surrendering the technical know-how to the GDR if the latter pledged
in turn not to sell the by-products of this process, especially kieserite, which was
important for fertilizer production, on the world market. This would have put
K&S at a competitive disadvantage, since East Germany was able to produce
potash more cheaply, not least because of its disregard for the environment.
What is more, a pilot ESTA facility would only be ready for use in six to cight
years and, in addition to being more expensive than flotation, would also have
entailed paying patent fees to K&S. As usual, the GDR was “not willing to pay
cither for the patent or for the [ESTA] pilot facility and demanded that West
Germany foot the bill.””

By the late 1980s the West German side showed signs of attrition. Clearly
the GDR wanted to sit out the situation and was gradually moving toward its
own negotiation goals. The ESTA process introduced in 1980 had in any case
reduced the volume of West German wastewater and with it the injection of
brines, even without reaching any agreement with the GDR.*’ In 1984 the two
sides signed a provision realigning the boundaries of the potash mines along the
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border, followed a year later by an agreement regulating the times when rock
blasting could take place.” It did not escape the notice of the West German rep-
resentatives that whenever the GDR was pursuing its own interests, negotiations
had quick results, but not the other way around. If Bonn did not want “to lose
[...] its bargaining chips,” it needed to slow down the pace of negotiations.'”

K&S inadvertently strengthened the position of the GDR. Since 1985 the
company had been seeking a permit to pile up salt tailings along the security
strip in the border zone near Dankmarshausen. The GDR was not opposed to
the idea, given the hard currency that the deal promised to yield; the so-called
Dankmarshauser Sack lay fallow in any case. It cleverly managed to exploit K&S’s
urgent need to find new dump sites for salt tailings to press its own familiar
demand to stop deep-well brine injections on the Hessian side of the border.!”
Even a spectacular publicity stunt staged by Greenpeace failed to move the
negotiations. In 1986, under the slogan “Return to sender;” activists dumped
a hundredweight of Werra salt in front of the Ministry of the Environment
in East Berlin.”* All the western negotiators had to show for their efforts was
an agreement that the eastern mines would give retention ponds a try. The
permanent installation and use of such ponds, however, the GDR tied to the
well-known demand that the Federal Republic not only to pay a share of the
investment costs but also to participate in the operating expenses.'®

For West Germany, then, it was clear that any progress on the issue of the sali-
nization of the Werra would have to be bought. A senior official in the Ministry
for Inter-German Relations was of the opinion that “in the interests of Germany
[as a whole] and of the Germans living in the GDR, the ‘wealthy’ Federal Re-
public of Germany [. ..] [should be] willing and in a position to pay a share of
the cost of environmental protection measures in the GDR.”* In accordance
with this weary realization, West German representatives of the federal and
state governments in 1987 developed a new “desk-drawer plan” that foresaw the
building of an ESTA pilot facility in the Thuringian municipality of Merkers in
the likely case that the GDR once again rejected the flotation option."”” Finally,
in September 1988, the federal government offered the GDR the ESTA technol-
ogy together with funding assistance to the tune of DM 200 million.'”® At this
point, the GDR could no longer afford to see the talks fail, since at the same
time the “polluter pays” principle and state liability for environmental damage
were being enshrined in international law at the Conference on Security and
Cooperation in Europe negotiations in Vienna. Even Giinter Mittag now con-

sidered it “inevitable that the GDR also makes material [i.e. financial] efforts
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to reduce the salinization” of the Werra. Nonetheless, he considered the West
German offer of DM 200 million too low.!”

Transboundary Environmental Protection
as a Source of Hard Currency

The positions and strategies that the GDR adopted in negotiations about pot-
ash wastewater stand pars pro toto for other environmental discussions. The
tough nature of the negotiations cannot be explained solely in terms of an
attitude of indifference to environmental pollution on the part of the GDR
leadership."® The timing of the environmental negotiations between the two
German states likewise had a decisive role to play. After communications came
to a standstill in 1973, it was not until the early 1980s that the GDR showed
a renewed interest in inter-German environmental policy. The resumption of
environmental talks thus coincided with a phase when the GDR found itself
in a liquidity crisis, becoming increasingly dependent on loans and transfer
payments from West Germany."' The environmental talks of the 1980s were
thus dominated by the East German goal of obtaining as much hard currency
as possible. Transboundary environmental protection was thus regarded as a
potential cash cow, and each project was considered primarily in terms of its
potential hard currency yield. In institutional terms this objective was reflected
in the fact that it was not the Ministry of the Environment and Water Manage-
ment that determined the line of approach in environmental talks between the
two Germanys, but the Economic Secretariat of the SED Central Committee
headed by Gunter Mittag, with growing influence from the commercial coor-
dination division led by Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski.

The GDR had already gained experience in providing transboundary envi-
ronmental services to West Berlin. Ever since the Berlin Blockade of 1948, the
city’s utilities infrastructure (electricity, water, sewage) had become a political
bargaining chip between the two systems. While West Berlin made much prog-
ress over the decades, any question of it having an independent infrastructure
remained a pipe dream."” Since 1973 the GDR disposed of household waste and
building rubble from West Berlin at the request of the Senate and thus miti-
gated an acute crisis in garbage disposal. The GDR established the Schoneiche,
Vorketzin, and Deetz landfill sites exclusively for garbage from West Berlin,
and by 1989 had earned DM 870 million for this service. After this lucrative
experience the GDR extended the business model to garbage from the rest of
West Germany, and in 1979 opened the Schonberg hazardous waste depot in

the county of Grevesmithlen.®
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The city’s water needs inevitably kept West Berlin connected to its East Ger-
man hinterland as well. In December 1974 a new sewage agreement replaced
carlier contracts. At the same time the SED leadership took note of West Berlin’s
growing need for drinking water, which by 1985 at the latest would have resulted
in serious shortfalls. Since the West Berlin Senate had already sounded out the
GDR in the mid-1970s regarding its willingness to supply potable water, this
clearly opened up new possibilities. The department of the GDR Foreign Min-
istry responsible for West Berlin proposed that the GDR should use the Senate’s
impasse to “realize a hard currency yield and to occasion the Senate to share in
necessary investments in the East German capital’s drinking water supply, which
could be repaid in kind later through deliveries of drinking water.”* Since the
SED leadership was not even able to supply their own population reliably with
high-quality drinking water, they thus carmarked a prized commodity for export,
prioritizing the anticipated income over their own people’s needs. Furthermore,
the idea of getting West Germany to pay for the modernization of the GDR’s
environmental technology was already laid out here.

This goal was realized for the first time in 1982, when West Germany pro-
vided DM 68 million for the technical modernization of the three East Berlin
sewage treatment plants, Miinchehofe, Falkenberg, and Nord." Even before
Miinchehofe (1975) and Falkenberg (1981) went into operation, the East Ger-
mans were aware that wastewater from these plants, which was purified only
by mechanical-biological means, would pollute West Berlin water to a greater
extent than the efluent from West Berlin treatment plants would pollute the
Teltow Canal. The original West German negotiating position on improving
the quality of Berlin’s water envisaged both sides simultaneously introducing
a tertiary chemical purification stage to eliminate phosphates. What the West
Germans failed to appreciate was that their own growing woes were an integral
component of the East German negotiating strategy to get the Western side to
shoulder as high a share of the costs as possible."®

The GDR then relied on these experiences and strategies in negotiations
about transboundary waters. The most successful project was the construction
of a sewage treatment plant in Sonneberg. Once again the West German “in-
terest in achieving an improvement of the state of the Roden was used” to get
the Western side to share the costs."” Although at DM 18 million the Western
financial commitment was relatively modest, the GDR succeeded in receiving
this sum in freely convertible currency rather than in the Verrechnungseinheiten
(VE—calculation units) that were more customary in trade between the two
states. For the future, the Economics Ministry in Bonn opposed such a means
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of payment because it played into the hands of the GDR in its goal of using the
environment to earn hard currency, since the GDR achieved a net gain by cov-
ering all costs of the sewage treatment plant in East German marks."® Besides,
money in hand, the GDR simply scaled back the project in order to achieve “a
substantial minimalization of the investment costs.”'” From then on the GDR
regarded the “Roden model” as the gold standard in environmental deals with
West Germany.

The sewage treatment plants in Berlin and Sonneberg fit a pattern: starting in
the carly 1980s, the GDR sought with increasing frequency to do business with
West Germany on environmental issues. In 1980 Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski
suggested to Giinter Mittag that he use the reprocessing of nuclear waste as a
business opportunity. While the project for a permanent storage facility for nu-
clear waste in Gorleben in Lower Saxony was still pending, Minister President
Ernst Albrecht had abandoned the plans for a reprocessing facility in 1979 in
the face of protest.® Here Schalck saw an opportunity for the GDR: since the
West German nuclear industry’s contracts with the French reprocessing plant in
La Hague were due to expire in 198s, the country was slowly heading toward a
reprocessing bottleneck. The catch was that the GDR did not have the resources
to build or operate such a reprocessing plant. Instead, it would have to be built
and financed by the West Germans, offsetting the costs against the reprocessing
service. Given the antinuclear movement and the pressing nature of the dispos-
al problem in West Germany, this idea was not unrealistic. However, such an
offer to the West Germans was never made.”” Instead, in 1981 Giinter Mittag
put forward to Erich Honecker the less elaborate idea of increasing the export
of radioactive isotopes to medical facilities, while at the same time offering to
take back the low-level radioactive waste. This would have allowed the GDR
not only to raise its earnings from exporting isotopes but also to make money
out of the related radioactive waste.””?

In 1984 Mittag instructed Environment Minister Reichelt to prepare the
directives for further negotiations with West Germany. The top priority was
“earning hard currency,” followed by access to Western environmental technol-
ogy that the GDR in turn would not have to develop itself. West Berlin waste,
of whatever kind, remained an important field of business. From 1984 it was
expected “to bring in hard currency to the tune of 6070 million VE together
with 14 million VE in earnings for sewage.”'” Reichelt also suggested to Mit-
tag that the GDR should not only treat West Berlin’s sewage but also take the
resulting sewage sludge.**

As the environmental balance sheet of East Germany made clear after 1900,
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the GDR had never been in a position to offer any of these environmental ser-
vices. The SED leadership sold services to the “nonsocialist economic zone”
that it withheld from its own population. The authorities in West Germany,
in turn, yielded to the temptation to rid the country of its own environmental
problems by exporting them to the other side of the border.” The environment

had become a commodity.

The Werra Today
And the Werra? The river certainly benefited from the collapse of the GDR.

Following reunification, the contamination of the Werra decreased rapidly. Be-
tween 1990 and 1995 the chloride concentration in the Werra fell by 72 percent.
In the following two years, however, it shot up again because of lower water
levels.® The reduction in the discharge of brines into the Werra was due to the
closure of potash plants in Thuringia as well as to technical innovations. Two
potash mines in Thuringia—Merkers and Bischofferode—were closed, while
the other three were sold to their main competitor, the Kassel-based company
K&S."” Yet even today chloride levels in the Werra are still high. K&S, now a
global player in the fertilizer industry and the fourth-largest producer of pot-
ash in the world, is solely responsible for this. Regional environmental organi-
zations, Greenpeace, and the German Friends of the Earth (BUND) have been
demanding for years that K&S put an end to its customary method of brine
disposal. The deep-well injections of brines and the piling up of salt tailings,
the waste product of the ESTA method, were never unproblematic, merely the
lesser evil.”® The Werra remains in a poor ecological state to this day. This con-
tamination is not the legacy of the GDR mines, but the result of the continued
discharge of brines: at its peak in 2008 the concentration was 3,000 mg/L."”’
Although this is not comparable with the record level of 40,000 mg/L in 1976,
itis still along way from the benchmark of 200 mg/L.** What certainly is a leg-
acy of the GDR is that some participants in the debate regard today’s chloride
levels in the Werra as the new normal.”*!

The struggle to protect the water resources of the Werra and the Weser also
illustrates the problem of perspective in the history of inter-German environmen-
tal policy. The GDR’s sad environmental record can easily distort one’s view of
the environmental situation in West Germany. Even before 1989, environmental
activists suspected that West German industries along transboundary rivers were
quietly disposing of their own pollutants but conveniently ducked under the
widely shared assumption that pollution swept in from the East.*? Industries with

time-honored water rights such as the Bremer Woll-Kimmerei (BWK) did this
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quite openly, discharging their wastewater untreated into the Weser until well
into the 1970s. This river was adversely affected not only by chloride from the
Werra but also, by the end of the 1970s, by the operations of eight conventional
power stations and one nuclear reactor that drew their cooling water from the
river, thus warming it and fueling oxygen consumption.” Of course, at no point
was the environmental situation in West Germany the subject of negotiations
with the GDR, which would gladly have accused its West German negotiating
partners of environmental misdemeanors more often, and indeed used every
opportunity to do this providing it did not immediately result in tu quoque ar-
guments being turned against it. Conversely, in Bonn and in the capitals of the
federal states bordering on the GDR, the neighbor’s environmental situation was
only of official interest if it directly affected West Germany. This interest could
well stretch as far as Dresden, as evidenced by the declarations of intent of July
1989 that foresaw a West German financial contribution to environmental proj-
ects to clean up the Elbe and the Saale.** With the disappearance of the GDR,
the old Federal Republic of Germany not only lost waste disposal opportunities
on the other side of the Iron Curtain; environmental offenders were likewise no
longer able to point a finger at a neighbor whose environmental problems made
their own look relatively harmless.”®>

The adversaries in the debate about the salinization of the Werra have been
struggling since 2008 at the Werra/Weser Water Protection and Potash Produc-
tion Round Table to find a solution that both complied with European Union
water regulations, which stipulated that European waters needed to reach “a
good ecological state” by 2015, and protected the approximately 4,200 jobs in
the Hessian potash industry. For a few years, an old idea gained traction again:
a salt pipeline that would transport the brine cither into the North Sea or at

least as far as the Weser.*

Irrespective of the outcome of recent debates, it is
clear that the pollution of the Werra and the Weser will never again be able to
gain the political attention that it had when the West’s aim was to discredit the
GDR as a polluter or the East’s goal was to extract more hard currency from West
Germany. In terms of environmental policy as well, the division of Germany was

a historically exceptional situation.
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The Greenest Nation and Its Borders

Astrid M. Eckert’s “Divided but Not Disconnected”
in the Context of Cold War History

ELI RUBIN

By the time of the Wende (the fall of the Berlin Wall) the ecological situation
in East Germany had become catastrophic. Over 9,000 lakes were biological-
ly dead!! In some places, for example near the notorious Bitterfeld chemical
combine, the groundwater had a pH somewhere between vinegar and battery
acid.? East Germans seemingly all had stories of black snow, acid rain, or need-
ing to keep windows shut even in the summer because the very air stank, caus-
ing watering eyes and scratchy throats.

The pollution was so bad that it led to the creation of a number of environ-
mental activist groups, who pioneered ways of trying to pressure the regime
despite the absence of any freedom of speech. These included the clever 1987
“Eine Mark fiir Espenhain” campaign, which was a petition in disguise,” and
the surreptitious production of the 1988 documentary Bitteres aus Bitterfeld,
smuggled into the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), where it was shown
and thus seen on East German TV sets.* A samizdat library of documenting
the environmental destruction was created by activists in the basement of the
Zionskirche in Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin, in 1987, which was raided late that year
by the Ministry for State Security (MfS), an event that environmental historian
Tobias Huff has claimed to be the “true beginning of the end” of the German
Democratic Republic (GDR).> All of these initiatives formed the core of the
Biirgerbewegung (citizens’ movement), which eventually culminated in the mas-
sive protests that ended the government of the GDR, and set in motion a chain
of events that ended the Cold War.

Environmental pollution, environmental policy, and its connection to citizen
protest movements ought therefore to be seen as something very much at the
center of the history of the Cold War, and especially its end. In particular, envi-

ronmental pollution was at the center of a triangular relationship between the



GDR state, the GDR populace, and the FRG. This last one is often overlooked,
because of what I have termed the creation of a “green legend” as part of the Cold
War competition between the two Germanys during the 1980s. Activists and
dissidents behind the Iron Curtain frequently relied on the FRG and the West
more broadly as a means of broadcasting their message to their 0wz population,
because books or pamphlets could be freely printed in the West, and then re-
smuggled back across the border; the Bitteres aus Bitterfeld documentary was
just one of many examples of this phenomenon.’

As a result, in the minds of people in both East and West, East Germany’s
polluted environment came to be seen not as a bug, but rather as a feature, of
socialism, writ large. It was not something that could be fixed—socialism auto-
matically and inevitably would lead to environmental devastation. The associa-
tion of socialism’s grandiose and Promethean claims to remake society with its
despoiling of the air, earth, and water came from within socialist countries, as
well as from without—for example, Viclav Havel himself helped to propagate
the notion that environmental pollution was inextricably linked to ideological
and moral failure in his first inauguration speech in January 1990, referencing the
Slovnaft chemical factory, saying that communist Czechoslovakia had “polluted
the soil, rivers and forests bequeathed to us by our ancestors [. . .] the worst thing
is that we live in a contaminated moral environment.”® Scholars, too, contributed
to the conflation of environmental pollution with ideological bankruptcy. One
historian claimed in a 2005 book that the “constant pollution” was due to the
GDR'’s “hypermaterialism,” and its ecological ruin was created by its “economic
ruin,” both of which led to the GDR’s deserved “dissolution into oblivion.” No
less a historian than David Blackbourn saw the GDR as the heir of a destructive
Prometheanism, emanating from the Enlightenment, which taught that human
needs, including economic and technological progress, reigned supreme over the
natural environment, an ideology that transformed directly into communism,
and especially Soviet communism. The GDR, according to Blackbourn, was
“in thrall to Soviet gigantomania,” seeking to replicate megalomaniacal plans to
transform nature, similar to those Stalin had destructively pursued.” In the GDR,
Blackbourn writes, “nature was [. . .] there to be beaten into submission.”" From
the socialist side, since Marx himself, if not even carlier, the thinking was that it
was capitalism that ruined the environment, since its never-sated drive for profits
led inevitably to overextraction of the environment. But some historians turned
that completely around, claiming that capitalism is better for the environment,
because markets and their prices protect the environment, for example, by mak-

ing certain materials more expensive as they become scarcer, putting a natural
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brake on extraction—and without market mechanisms to slow it down, state
socialism had no brakes on its single-minded drive to extract every last resource.”

As often is the case with one-sided interpretations, these views were based on
real facts—the GDR was a major polluter. But the story of the GDR’s pollution
and the Cold War is in fact much more complicated than the neat little equiv-
alency socialism = pollution that created the “green legend.” Among the first
scholars to look carefully and with much more nuance at how the environment,
and pollution, played into the tense Cold War relationship between the GDR
and the FRG was Astrid Eckert, with her publication in the Vierteljabrshefte fiir
Zeitgeschichte of what has become a landmark article in the field of East German
environmental history, “Geteilt, aber nicht unverbunden: Grenzgewisser als
deutsch-deutsches Umweltproblem.”” Eckert’s work appeared at a time when
there was still a huge deficit of work on the environmental history of the GDR,
especially within the context of the Cold War.* It challenged the notion of the
FRG’s “umweltmoralische Lufthoheit gegeniiber der DDR,” (“environmental
moral high horse vis-a-vis the GDR”) to borrow Huff’s phrasing, while also in
no way minimizing the very real devastation that GDR enterprises wreaked on
the natural environment, in both the GDR 4nd in the FRG.

The importance and effectiveness of Eckert’s work here lies in her use of the
border as a framework for understanding pollution in the context of the Cold
War. She starts with the simple but often overlooked fact that pollution knows
no political boundaries, because it is usually borne by the wind and the water.
And in a particularly ironic turn of fate, most of the water flowing through the
territory of the GDR ends up passing through FRG territory as well. Even more
awkwardly, much of this water formed the boundaries between the two states,
including the Elbe, or waters that begin in what was the FRG, flow through the
GDR, and rejoin the FRG, such as the Saale, which empties into the Elbe after
flowing through the “chemical triangle” area of Saxony-Anhalt. Eckert cites mul-
tiple examples of this: a garbage dump near Koppelsdorf, Thuringia, spilled its
contents into the Steinach River during a flood in 1975, and immense amounts
of garbage floated down the river, across the border into Bavaria, where it piled
up inside the grating of a hydroelectric station. “Tin cans, plastic bottles, car
tires, crates, chairs, and various wooden objects” and even “whole pig carcasses”
had to be cleaned out from the inside of the West German station, all courtesy
of East Germany and its seeming inability to safeguard its garbage dumps from
high water.® The Elbe itself entered into West German territory after flowing
through the GDR from its beginnings in Czechoslovakia, yearly carrying 25

metric tons of mercury, 13 metric tons of cadmium, 120 metric tons of lead, and
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100 metric tons each of nickel, copper, and chromium—it was so polluted that
the German government, once it was newly unified, could not apply any of its
seven existing categories of contamination because it exceeded them all. Out of
necessity a new eighth category was invented, “biologically destroyed.”¢

The most problematic instance that Eckert looks at involves the Werra River.
The Werra forms the border between the East German Thuringia and the West
German Hesse for a stretch, before joining with the Fulda River to form the We-
ser River, a major river that flows through West Germany, specifically, Bremen
and Bremerhaven, and then into the North Sea. The potash industry, essential
to the industrialization of agriculture in the nineteenth century, sprang up along
stretches of the Werra, and for decades the potash industry dumped alkali salts
into the Werra, contaminating the water that so many others along the Werra and
ultimately the Weser depended upon.” Internal battles had happened between,
for example, the fishing industry, and other industries in Bremen, and the potash
producers further upstream, since before World War 1. But it was after World
WarII, in the 1950s and 1960s, that the logic of the Cold War took hold of the
long simmering dispute about the contamination of the river. In part this was
simply because, as the GDR invested in its heavy industries, pollution increased,
so that by the 1970s, Bremen could no longer draw its drinking water from the
Weser, and there was so much alkali salt in the water that it was corroding any
steel or concrete structures in contact with the river, causing damage to the tune
of DM 65 million a year.®

The GDR in principle held to the line that pollution was a capitalist
problem—either because it was actually coming from the FRG, or because it
was coming from sources in the GDR that had been created during the capi-
talist era before 1945. It was socialism, according to the dogma, that strove to
create harmony between economy, ecology, and humans.” Furthermore, the
GDR based its conceptualization of who should pay to clean up spills or pollu-
tion in terms of those impacted, not those causing the pollution—convenient
for them, since most of the waterborne pollution in the GDR flowed into the
FRG (whereas for the FRG it was completely opposite). The GDR had a vested
interest therefore in not entering into any talks with the FRG about helping to
clean up rivers like the Werra and the Weser. However, it was also acutely aware
that Umweltpolitik (environmental policy) had become a major part of public
opinion, in both the East but especially in the West, where the Green Party had
been born out of the massive antinuclear and anti-growth protests in places like
Wyhl and Brokdorfin the 1970s. So, it had to walk a fine line—it did not want
to commit to the kinds of capital outlays that would be required to remediate
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the situation, because essentially it did not have the money, but it also did not
want to be seez to not be helping.

The environmental movement had had a huge impact on West German pol-
itics, with the newly formed Green Party immediately having some success in
winning seats in the Bundestag, and the Helmut Kohl-led Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) government co-opting and adopting a chunk of the environmen-
tal movement’s demands, with a flurry of environmental legislation. The GDR
leadership saw in this an opportunity for leverage: people and firms impacted by
the pollution were appealing to the Bonn government to do something about the
pollution—the pressure was all on the FRG. And it was the FRG government
that was more desperate to fix the contaminated waters flowing from the GDR
into its towns and cities.

Here, Eckert’s careful work parsing through the highly complex diplomacy
between the two Germanys really brings clarity to the subject, allowing it to
surpass the previous and typical “socialism = pollution” triumphal obituaries of
East Germany. In the case of the Werra, and elsewhere, the GDR saw a chance
to essentially blackmail the FRG into paying for technological upgrades to its
existing industrial infrastructure. These were improvements that would lead to
much cleaner emissions, but would also upgrade the technology in general. This
is significant, because two of the primary factors that are so often overlooked in
scholarship and debates about the pollution of the GDR, as opposed to the FRG,
are that of the importance of surplus capital in pollution remediation, and also
that of the outsourcing of pollution. The GDR was in some ways like a young
person who inherits a car or a house. While it is nice to inherit something expen-
sive, and so central to life’s necessities, like that, for free, people often misjudge or
naively overlook the fact that there will still be many costs associated with that
ownership: maintenance and repairs, let alone other costs like insurance, taxes,
and other fees. So too did the GDR inherit a great deal of industrial plant from
the Third Reich and prior eras, even if some of it was dismantled in the postwar
Soviet “demontage” program. But the GDR did not inherit much of the surplus
capital that had been connected to the firms that ran those plants and facilities.
In general, much of the industrial plant in the GDR was dangerously outdated
by the 1970s if not even earlier; while corporations in the West made enough
money to be able to afford things like filters and scrubbers for their smokestacks,
for example, Volkseigene Betriebe (VEBs—publicly owned enterprises) in the
East did not have access cither to the newest antipollution technology, or to the
hard currency to import much of it from the West. Socialism was supposed to
“subsume” or “transcend” capitalism, for example, by turning over the techno-
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logical marvels achieved by greedy capitalists through the money they accrued
via the exploitation of their workers. But no one ever really thought through
the concept of upkeep and renewal, that machines don’t last for ever, and that
as things in society change, there must still be capital available for reinvesting
and renovating. 7his was perhaps the most important problem that the GDR,
or any other socialist country, never really solved.

But there is another angle to the problem of exporting pollution across bor-
ders: the West learned to “clean up” its environment after the increasing popu-
larity of environmentalism during the 1970s. But much of this consisted simply
of deindustrialization—moving factories to Third World countries where regula-
tions were lax, saving corporations money not just in terms of lower labor costs,
but also in terms of lower environmental remediation costs. If a Western-owned
plant caused an environmental catastrophe, such as the Bhopal disaster in India,
it was out of sight and out of mind for Western voters and consumers. If it is not
your drinking water that is contaminated, not your eyes that are burning and
tearing every time the wind blows from a certain direction, not your village that
seemed to have a very high number of miscarriages and stillbirths, then what do
you really care whose air or water was contaminated in the making of the many
consumer products you use each day?

This fact has real implications. It means that, for example, while the FRG
took great credit for the very expensive cleanup of the Neue Bundeslinder (the
new federal states, of the former East Germany) after 1990, to a large degree the
cleaning of the environment of the former East Germany was due simply to the
shuttering of factories and the deindustrialization forced upon the economy by
the new Western investors and Treuhinder (trusts which oversaw and privatized
former state-owned East German companies), a point made recently by Thom-
as Fleischmann. It also reframes the German-German relationship in its last
decade almost more in terms of a First World—Third World relationship. Like
developing countries, the GDR realized that it could leverage its laxity about
environmental standards vis-a-vis the FRG to bring in the Western currency it
craved; the example Eckert cites is the agreement that the FRG and the GDR
reached to export West German garbage to East Germany, by which the FRG
would pay the GDR to accept its trash, something that is now a common practice
between industrialized and industrializing countries everywhere. The anger that
citizens and political and business leaders in the FRG felt at having the GDR’s
industrial pollutants dumped on them was not just related to the real harms
that such contaminants caused. It was also a certain measure of wounded pride:
as a First World country, it was the FRG that was supposed to be exporting its
pollution to poorer, lower-status countries, 7ot the other way around. The feeling

198 GYCH - VOL. 9



of powertlessness to make the GDR stop polluting its environment would be a
familiar feeling in many places in the world.

The GDR knew that environmentalism had become mobilized as yet another
weapon in the Cold War. From its perspective, the FRG was “greenwashing”
its own environmental record; not only that, but it seemed likely that the very
anticommunist CDU suddenly embraced environmentalism in the early 1980s,
when it had not really done so before, once it became clear that it provided a
powerful propaganda tool to give the FRG the “umweltmoralische Lufthoheit”
(environmental moral high ground). So, the FRG’s sudden concern for the pol-
lution in its rivers, flowing, it was true, out of the GDR, was less than genuine
or authentic. It was partially, if not entirely, for this reason that in 1982 the MfS
put an embargo on the public release of any environmental data—no officials, re-
porters, scientists, activists, and so forth were allowed to publish or openly speak
about levels of pollution or acid rain or anything like that. Again, from the GDR’s
perspective, it was not only disingenuous for the FRG to suddenly raise a hue and
cry about East German chemicals in West German groundwater or waterways.
It was also plain unfair because, being capitalists, the FRG’s corporations had
enough capital to spend large sums on remediation and environmental cleanup,
and this included the large sums of R & D investment available to firms like Kali
& Salz AG, based in Kassel, to develop new high-tech solutions to remediation.
This is what K&S did in the 1980s, with a new process which used electrolysis to
remove a large percentage of alkali salt from water, which cost DM 300 million
to create.”” In the many negotiations over just the issue of the alkali in the Werra
and Weser Rivers, which dragged on throughout the 1980s (Eckert describes
ten meetings, four commissions, and three rounds of negotiations just over the
Werra alone),” the GDR made it clear: If you want us to clean up the alkali salt
in the Werra, you need to give us the K&S technology, for free. After all—you
are the rich capitalists, right? And where did that DM 300 million that you used
to develop the electrolysis come from originally, if not the typical exploitation
that capitalist companies practice? Not to mention that companies like K&S
are still living off the legacy of the potash industry that established itselfin part
through serious degradation of the same river—so it would only seem fitting for
the West to pay for both its and the GDR’s environmental pollution.

The GDR managed to play its cards shrewdly in these diplomatic-
environmental battles, but for all that winning it lost the war, so to speak. If
there is any sense in which the GDR “deserved” collapse due to its environmental
record, it might be found in the fact that by trying to win the propaganda battle
by shutting down any talk of the environment, when its own citizens could lit-
erally feel the pollution in their eyes and throats and on their skin—and by its
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too-clever-by-half strategy of leveraging the FRG’s ideological winds to pressure
it to pay for the GDR’s environmental cleanup—it unwittingly wrote a rationale
for why it no longer needed to exist. If it couldn’t clean up its own mess, but the
FRG could, then why have a GDR?

It was presumably not lost on officials, and especially citizens, on cither side
of the border that it was actually zhe Cold War itself that was ultimately most
responsible for the pollution. The fact that it took endless rounds of talks that
dragged on for years and sometimes decades between the two states just to set
up an electrolysis facility, or other similar cases, was due in part to the enmity
between the two states. Neither side was necessarily approaching the situation
with the well-being of the environment (or the humans dependent on the envi-
ronment) as its sole or even primary focus—each negotiation about pollutants
became linked to broader conflicts or disagreements or diplomatic goals. So, the
environment suffered most from this enmity, since as the years went by the con-
tamination just continued to accumulate and accumulate in the Grenzgewdsser
(border waters) shared by both states. Rather than blaming solely the GDR, it
was the division and the antagonism between the two states that created the
absurd situation with the environmental pollution. The division of Germany was
unnatural, both in the sense that it was imposed by outsiders, and in the sense
that it was harming nature itself—human and nonhuman nature.

Indeed, since the reunification, many of the shibboleths of environmental
condemnation that have existed as pillars of the “green legend” have faded away
to the attention of almost no one: it was the massive lignite deposits, for exam-
ple, found throughout Saxony and Saxony-Anhalt, and elsewhere in the former
East Germany, which were the main source of both consumer and industrial
energy, as well as petrochemical feedstocks. This was especially true after 1980,
when the USSR dramatically cut back on its deliveries of petroleum through
the “Friendship Pipeline,” which brought oil from the Caspian oil fields to the
Schwarze Pumpe combine in Schwed, on the Poland-GDR border. This in turn
caused the GDR to ramp up mining and consumption of lignite, also known as
brown coal, which is a much dirtier burning form of coal, and a major source
of airborne sulfur dioxide, which can cause the phenomenon known colloqui-
ally as acid rain. By 1989 the GDR was so dependent on lignite that it burned
40 percent of all the brown coal on the planet.” Perhaps the one episode most
definitive of the rising tide of environmental consciousness in West Germany
was the so-called Waldsterbendebatte (forest death debate) crystalized by a now
iconic Der Spiegel cover.” Politicians in the FRG were spurred to action by the

idea of the beloved German forest withering from sulfur-poisoned rain. But
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they could turn to petroleum imports, which the GDR could not, unless the
USSR delivered them, which it continued to do only in dramatically reduced
quantities after 1980.**

And yet, after the scaling back and near ending of nuclear power in reuni-
fied Germany, which was a major pillar of the country’s Energiewende (energy
revolution), itself a pillar of the mythos of Germany as the “greenest nation,”
new sources of energy needed to be found. The open pit lignite mines, lying
fallow since 1990, were an obvious solution, as historian Thomas Fleischman
has shown. Since the 1990s, multinational energy corporations have reopened
the mines, minus two-thirds of their previous workforce, of course. The mines
were practically free, after all the stigma attached to lignite, so they are more
profitable than they ever were for companies like NRG and Vattenfall.”® The
massive industrial-scale animal farming, especially pig farming, which the GDR
had built up, and which Eckert explains was itself a cause of much toxic runoff
into waterways, is back and bigger than ever before in the former GDR, still
secreting toxic slurries into the water.” And the Werra? How is it now, decades
on since the end of East Germany? It is still polluted with alkali salts, perhaps less
so than before, but still in “bad ecological condition,” according to Eckert, while
K&S has profited mightily from the cleanup and the reunification, becoming
the fourth-biggest producer of potash in the world, so powerful now that it can
mostly ignore entreaties and protests from Greenpeace and other environmental
groups over its continued lack of concern for the quality of the Werra and Weser
Rivers.?® Since the Wende, Eckert writes, the Federal Republic has lost the con-
venience of being able to point a finger at its poorer, dirtier cousin to the east,

to deflect and distract from its own pollution problems.”
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The Cat-Pee-Smell Affair

Cross-border Odor Conflicts between the Federal Republic
of Germany, the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic,
and the German Democratic Republic, 1976-89

BODO MROZEK AND DOUBRAVKA OLSAKOVA

While the recent sensory turn in contemporary history has increasingly dealt with images and
sounds, smells have played a minor role thus far. However, foul odors connected with industrial
and agricultural pollution have repeatedly led to political conflicts. Referring to the so-called
Katzendreck (cat pee) smell, first recorded in the 1970s, the article shows that conflicts regard-
ing smell could result in cross-border complications. For more than ten years unresolved air
pollution strained relations between the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic, the Federal Republic
of Germany, and the German Democratic Republic. The authors analyze how smells were mea-
sured, how they were politicized against the background of the Cold War, and how they were

tackled through the international cooperation fostered by the emergence of détente.

In fall 1976 a malodorous mixture of unknown composition wafted through
northeastern Bavaria. It settled over urban and rural areas, crept through
cracks and hatches, infiltrated barns and houses, and filled nostrils with its
smell. The first reports about the adverse effects of this mixture came from
the districts of Upper Franconia, the Upper Palatinate, the Sechsimterland,
and the Fichtel Mountains. They told of severe physical reactions: headaches,
nausea, and vomiting. Windows had to remain shut; some people even cov-
ered their faces. A term was soon agreed upon to describe the smell, which
featured prominently in a June 1977 broadcast by the Bavarian television show
Jetzt red i (Now I'm talking). Moderated by the journalist Franz Schénhuber,
who would later become a prominent figure of the far right, it interviewed
citizens of Wunsiedel, giving them an opportunity to voice their concerns
and problems to members of the state government, who appeared as guests
in the studio. When the head of the local environmental initiative vented his



anger, he received a round of applause: “A very relevant topic, Herr Schénhu-
ber, it stinks around here, and it’s put our noses out of joint! [...] Smells like
plain old Kazzendreck [cat pee].”* A hotelier from Fuchsmiihl also used the
word “Katzendreck,” and the local newspaper Sechsamterbote featured it in its
headline.?

Given that in German “Katzendreck” is normally used colloquially to refer to
something to be ignored, a trifle, the affair was initially taken to be of marginal
interest. Yet what was soon to enter official usage as the “cat-pee-smell affair”
would later balloon into a conflict of statewide, national, interregional, and even
trans- and international dimensions. For over ten years it occupied officials, local
politicians, the media, scientists, parliament, diplomats, and ultimately heads
of state. The title “cat-pee” is emblazoned on a great many folders that today fill
archival boxes. Records of the affair can be found in administrative district offices,
state archives, Stasi files, national archives, and the annals of several ministries
of foreign affairs. To date, the memorably named affair has not received much
attention from historians;® a more recent cursory article by Christoph Lorke,
on the other hand, is laden with gross inaccuracies.” In the relevant editions,
too, the scattered records—assembled and analyzed here for the first time—are
mentioned only in a footnote.?

What applies to this affair in particular also applies to conflicts around odors
more generally, at least in contemporary history.® They are an integral component
of the urban, medical, and cultural history of older epochs,” in which the struggle
against foul odors was waged by the most diverse means. The ancient Egyptians
and the French nobility in the era of absolutism used perfumes, medieval plagues
were combated through fumigation, and Prussian reformers introduced regula-
tions on sanitation and ventilations, while the nineteenth century also saw the
introduction of sewage systems and urban waste collection.®

A major thesis holds that, with these comprehensive désodorisation measures,
strong odors largely disappeared from the world.” For Alain Corbin, for exam-
ple, the deodorization attempts of carlier times reached their zenith at the turn
of the twentieth century, although he acknowledges in his pioneering study of
Paris that industrialization brought new olfactory problems.”” Smells are also
mentioned in the industrial history of the nineteenth century, but they play
just as minor a role there as they do in environmental history" The twenticth
century is characterized as largely odor-neutral, or even as the century of a fra-
grant “reodorization.”"

The cat-pee-smell affair casts doubt on this historical verdict on sensory
matters, since it provides exemplary proof that foul smells could still play a
substantial role in the late twentieth century. The example allows us to broad-
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en well-known questions of environmental history, transnational history, and
international relations to include those of more recent sensory history.” How
were odors perceived sensorially, described linguistically, measured technically
and medically, and ultimately combated in practice? And how were they contex-
tualized in contemporary history—under the conditions of division, the Cold
War, international cooperation, and a growing sensitivity to the regulation of
anthropogenic emissions?'* The combination of personal testimonies, media
reports, and repositories of local records with those of national and interna-
tional politics, as required in transnational history to tap sources in all relevant
languages, also makes it possible® to reveal detailed connections between micro
and macro history. At the heart of the affair is the formation of what cultural
studies scholar J. Douglas Porteous has defined as a “smellscape” a volatile, yet
sometimes persistent olfactory landscape formed by temporally and spatially
occurring “smell events.”*¢

Local Beginnings: “Mysterious ‘Waves of Smell’” in the Borderland

Early complaints about the cat-pee-smell were recorded in the official files of
the Bavarian border police stations in Selb and Rehau in the fall of 1976.7 Ac-
cording to these records, the phenomenon occurred there around October 10,
1976, in the morning and evening on three consecutive days, and likewise in
the vicinity of Schonwald, Schirnding, and Arzberg, as well as in Markeredwitz
and Hohenberg an der Eger. Further complaints came from the municipalities
of Kirchenlamitz, Topen, Tirschenreuth, Waldsassen, and Schwarzenbach an
der Saale. In February 1977 there was already talk in the local press of a “flood
of complaints from eastern Bavaria” due to “mysterious waves of smell.”® And
reports also came from outside Bavaria, for example about the farmer Rudolf
Brenner, who was so overwhelmed that he considered abandoning his little
farm in the Fichtel Mountains: “And this despite the fact that, in view of his
profession, Farmer Brenner’s nose has not been pampered.”” In this casual re-
mark one can sense a certain disregard for the problem—an attitude soon to
vanish from the media coverage. Yet it also reflects an everyday understanding
of an issue that the histoire sensible takes very seriously: the distribution of col-
lective sensitivities, the differing manifestations of which may coincide with
topographical, cultural, and gender- or class-specific boundaries.”

In the case of the cat-pee-smell, complaints were raised from all sections of
the population, whether urban or rural, which indicates how intense it was.
It emerged under certain weather conditions, when beneath dull, foggy skies

winds would carry it from an cast-southeasterly direction. From carly on the
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Fig. 1. Map of the tri-state transborder region affected by the “cat-pee smell.” Note the
official border crossing points between West Germany and its socialist neighbors as well as

the Bavarian State Environmental Agency station tasked with measuring air pollution.

sources of the stench were therefore suspected to lie near the Federal Republic
of Germany (FRG) in the neighboring German Democratic Republic (GDR)
and the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic (CSSR).

Despite the linguistic association with domestic pets, they certainly were
not the cause of the bad smell, so the authorities tried to gain clues about the
extent and origin of the problem by interviewing travelers at border crossings.?!
As it turned out, Bavarians were not the only ones wrinkling their noses. Two
Czechs who fled to the FRG, a teacher from Nova Role and a forest engineer,

reported that residents had been complaining about headaches and nausea to
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the authorities in the CSSR as well.” People in the GDR were likewise suffering
from the transnational stench, as noted by a retiree who regularly visited the
city of Plauen in Saxony. The East Berlin Ministry of Health also received com-
plaints about the “incredible stench from the CSSR,” which had caused anxiety,
sleep loss, and a “strange tautness of the skin.”* In short, this was a cross-border
“smellscape” of considerable proportions.

But humans were not the only ones at risk. According to one complaint,
horses had suffered burns to their nostrils and mouths “after ingesting pollutant-
impacted grass.”* Local Bavarian politicians also complained that the problem
threatened the “promising future development” of tourism and could have a
detrimental effect on the timber industry owing to forest damage, as stated in a
letter of complaint from Kulmbach to various federal ministries, which urgently
requested “corrective action on odor emissions.”*

Cross-border odor conflicts were not without precedent. In the winter of
1974, for example, the West Berlin authorities had already mapped a large-scale
“odor wedge” several kilometers long, which had spread from the GDR to the
south of the American sector and triggered symptoms similar to those caused
by the cat-pee-smell a few years later—although Berliners used other attributes
to describe the odor nuisance: the associations varied from “boiling glue” to
“burned cabbage.” At the end of the 1970s these nuisances reappeared and cloud-
ed inner-German relations for some time.?

Odor problems were also familiar in the German-Czech border region—that
“historical region of East Central Europe outlined by environmental history.””
Northern Bohemia had rapidly industrialized since the nineteenth century owing
to its lignite deposits and was considered “the most severely devastated cultural
landscape in central Europe” in the 1970s.% In the first half of that decade, the
area affected by foul-smelling emissions was estimated at 20,800 hectares. And
the saying in the Ore Mountains that “They’re brewing coffee in Bohemia” came
into usage no later than 1922.% In the mid- to late 1970s, however, the problem
worsened drastically: between 1976 and 1978 alone, the Environmental Pro-
tection Department of the GDR Ministry for Environmental Protection and
Water Management counted around 1,460 odor complaints.

Olfactory Soil-Air Reconnaissance: Measuring the Stench

The political sphere in the FRG was also being sensitized to odors during this
time. In March 1978 the Ministry of the Interior—which had been responsible
for environmental protection since 1969—received the results of a large-scale

study commissioned by the federal minister for research and technology on
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the “Detection and Reduction of Odor Emissions.” The study was carried out
in collaboration with the universities of Bochum and Diisseldorf under the di-
rection of the Hanau-based nuclear energy company NUKEM, and aimed to
“record the problems associated with the occurrence of bothersome odor emis-
sions on a broad basis in order to prepare for the [...] prevention and reduc-
tion of the nuisance caused to the population.”® The study was motivated by
recent environmental protection legislation in the FRG, which paid “increased
attention” to “bothersome odor emissions.” In this context the purpose was
to determine basic facts about the function of the sense of smell and specific
facts about the effects of malodors—and to argue for “odorless” nuclear power.
But the authors of the study had to acknowledge the difficulty posed by an
“almost total” lack of systematization, as “humans’ perception and sensation of
smell” and by extension their assessment of smell are complex and subjective.’?
Particular importance was therefore attached to the so-called odor detection
threshold—the lowest concentration of airborne odor molecules perceived by
all test subjects.”

From a technical standpoint, recording olfactory phenomena was extremely
difficult. Although it was possible to measure the concentration of certain sub-
stances in the air using various methods such as odorimetry and gas chromatog-
raphy, this quantitative analysis lacked a qualitative dimension. The authors of
the study conceded that “ultimately, odor assessment is dependent on the very
subjective operation of the human olfactory system as a detector.”>* Their aim
was a prognostic model for odors: “to gauge the odor complaints to be expected
from the population in the future” and “to obtain indications of the magnitude
of the population affected and the extent of the nuisance.”® Here, olfactory
rescarch was political preparation for the future.

Thus, the cat-pee-smell, which took on considerable proportions in terms
of its spread, its intensity, and its persistence, did not come as a total surprise
to politicians, even if the authors of the NUKEM study had focused only on
the FRG. At first it was mainly local politicians who had to grapple with this
problem. But authorities at the state level of Bavaria also became alarmed when
petition after petition—from those affected, from mayors, and from district
administrators—reached members of the state parliament in Munich and the
Bavarian State Ministry for Regional Development and Environmental Affairs.
In this regard, the ministry faced a fair amount of criticism for waiting until “the
stench appeared in the newspaper” before reacting.*

Under pressure from these protests, the State Office for Environmental Pro-
tection took action. In order to determine the quantity and quality of the pun-
gent odor, it performed several aerological emission measurements and initiated
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olfactory acrial reconnaissance: when the cat-pee-smell appeared, an airplane
flew along the Bavarian-Czechoslovak border to “determine the geographical
extent of the pollution by measuring the sulfur dioxide and nitrogen concen-
tration.”” Mobile laboratories and measuring stations also came into operation
on the sparsely built Trostau valley floor. As these technical procedures could
only determine substance concentrations, but not how humans perceived them,
subjective or collective odor impressions were collected through questionnaires
in affected communities and districts and evaluated centrally at the state office.

Officials charted the results of the measured data by specifying the spatial
“distribution of the odor nuisance referred to as the cat-pee-smell” in the form
of topographical markers and by noting this distribution by hand over the course
of the day as two-dimensional diagrams on millimeter paper, with times of day
on the X-axis and the sulfur dioxide values (SO, in mg/m’) in Tréstau on the
Y-axis. In this way, temporally defined odor events were mapped and thus visu-
alized as “smellscapes.” This was a common procedure, as imaging methods had
been established as a scientific resource for centuries—in contrast to olfactory
impressions, which first had to be transformed into the visual register of human
perception for the purpose of objectification.®

The measurements showed a drastic increase in air pollution from SO, emis-
sions. Furthermore, spruce tree populations suffered from significantly increased
sulfur deposits: in areas affected by the cat-pee-smell, the area affected by the cat-
pee-smell was more than double the size of forested areas that had been polluted
by domestic sources.” In addition, carbon disulfide and carbon dioxide sulfide
were detected in the atmosphere—“typical accompanying substances joined by
even more odor-active volatile sulfur compounds,” much like those produced
through lignite coking.** Though more detailed investigations were still pending,
the origins were thus suspected to be the Tisové lignite-fired power plant in the
industrial area of Sokolov, in chemical plants in Viesova*—both around thirty
kilometers cast of the Bavarian-Czechoslovak border—and a factory near the
border in the GDR. In order to confront the alleged emitters, the extent and
effect of the odor had to be determined more closely.

According to the measurements, in Bavaria alone the complaints covered an
area of roughly 100 by 30 km, in which around 100,000 people lived.” Respond-
ing to a public call by the Christian Social Union (CSU) in Arzberg, 175 people
reported symptoms such as insomnia, shortness of breath, heart palpitations,
and inflammation of the respiratory tract.”’ In January 1980 the Council of
Ministers ordered a medical investigation in order to analyze the effects of the
cat-pee-smell more precisely: toxicologists from Munich University’s teaching
hospital —Klinikum rechts der Isar—considered the question whether not only

Mrozek and Ol$dkova: The Cat-Pee-Smell Affair 21



subjective but also “objectifiable health impairments” could be ascertained. The
expert report submitted in February 1983 answered this question in the affirma-
tive, as affected persons had experienced physiological symptoms ranging from
irritation of the respiratory tract to “colonization by pathogenic germs.”** The
toxicologists identified—in addition to the “casily measurable main substance,”
SO, —a mixture of various toxins in different concentrations.” Even if there
was no acute danger, “long-term chronic toxic effects” could not be ruled out.

The study was supplemented by a “neurological report” from a psychiatric
clinic, in which forty-four olfactorily impaired people were examined. In addi-
tion to vegetative disorders, their symptoms included “fatigue, sullen-depressive
moods,” and a “feeling of despair,” which was exacerbated by the fact that their
complaints were not taken seriously. The cat-pee-smell had made at least one
patient “genuinely depressed, with no desire to live and suicidal tendencies.”*
The final psychiatric and toxicological diagnoses were similarly vague; however,
the former did consider a link between the complaints and the odor nuisance
to be “at least possible.” Both reports went further than the general NUKEM
study in that they examined the effects of malodors in a specific case.

Through this expert survey of the human sensorium, governments sought to
outline rules for their scope of action—or rather, inaction—which was also to
play a role in interstate conflict. With their repeated reference to the subjectivity
of perceptions, however, the expert reports recognized the limits to normalizing
smell. Pointing out that the smell remained beneath recommended levels did
nothing to help those with sensitive noses.”” At the same time, in tracing the ef-
fects of foul odors, the expert reports went beyond the purely sensory phenomena
of smell to include the long-term effects on the entire human organism—and
thus contributed to the establishment of an expanded understanding of smell.

“More Threatening than Nuclear War”:
The Cat-Pee-Smell in the Bundestag

In March 1982 the problem was also prominently discussed at the federal
level. With a “minor interpellation” or written inquiry, a group of thirty-two
Bundestag members from the Union (the alliance formed by the Bavarian CSU
and the Christian Democratic Union, CDU) brought the cat-pee-smell to
parliament.” Four points of the inquiry concerned the GDR: Since when and
what had the federal government undertaken—its odor policy, so to speak—
against the stench? Had the polluter-pays principle (Verursacherprinzip) been
brought to bear? And could pressure be exerted through the issue of extending
interest-free overdraft facilities, or was the GDR only being offered large cash
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payments? The signatories rejected the latter in no uncertain terms: it would
be “unacceptable for the Federal Republic of Germany to merely act once
again as a generous financier who, by way of large monetary contributions,
fulfills the financial obligations of the notoriously inefficient socialist centrally
planned economies.” The Union parties also called for decisive action against
the CSSR’s “transgressions of international law.” It urgently recommended
negotiations with the governments of both socialist neighbors—negotiations
“that go beyond the scope of expert discussions, are fundamentally guided by
the polluter-pays principle, and are conducted firmly and at a high political
level” In other words, the Union argued the case for bringing the cat-pee-
smell affair onto the diplomatic stage. The cross-border odor nuisance was
thus instrumentalized in two ways in the context of the Cold War: in terms of
foreign policy, Christian Democrats and Christian Socialists underlined their
demand for a tougher approach toward the Eastern Bloc states; in terms of
domestic policy, they criticized the social-liberal policy of détente. The press
similarly took up the odor problem and even dramatized it, as illustrated by the
headline “More threatening than nuclear war—doctor warns of pneumonic
plague.”®

In its response the German government stated that it was sufficiently informed
about the situation in Bavaria. According to its information, the “perpetrators
of the odor nuisance referred to as the ‘cat-pee-smell” were to be found in the
CSSR, while the damage from SO, emissions was “primarily caused by the CSSR
and the GDR.” One culprit was identified as the Volkseigener Betrieb (VEB—
publicly owned enterprise) the Rosenthal Pulp and Paper Mill in Blankenstein an
der Saale, where filters had already been installed in the chimneys at the insistence
of the West German government in late 1980. The government said it did want
to continue its efforts to enforce the polluter-pays principle, since “in interstate
affairs in general—not only in relation to the GDR—[this was] only possible to
a limited extent” and could “only be achieved through the dogged and patient
cfforts of all partics involved.” It also pointed out that cross-border pollution
emanated from FRG territory as well, and that the prevailing wind direction was
from west to cast. With regard to the CSSR, however, the West German gov-
ernment was prepared to elevate the cat-pee-smell issue to the ministerial level.

In Bavaria in particular, state politicians pushed for the initiation of diplomatic
odor negotiations.” In February 1979 Environment Minister Alfred Dick (CSU)
had informed the foreign minister about “extremely strong odor nuisances,
some of which have led to serious physiological reactions such as vomiting and
breathing difficulties among the affected population,” and therefore “urgently”
requested negotiations with the CSSR.** The Federal Minister for Foreign
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Affairs, Hans-Dietrich Genscher of the Free Democratic Party (FDP), promptly
replied that he had been told confidentially that the CSSR had already decided
to equip “the existing plants with modern provisions against white smoke.”
He assuaged concerns with the hope that “there will soon be some relief from
the odor nuisance in Bavaria, and the problem will be solved by 1980.”%* This
was an optimistic forecast that proved to be false. Bavarian Minister-President
and CSU Chairman Franz Josef Strauf! also became involved in the affair. He
called on Federal Chancellor Helmut Schmidt and Foreign Minister Genscher
to “personally” exert influence on the government of the CSSR, especially since
frustration had grown significantly among the population. At this point, officials
at the Ministry of the Environment were even being “attacked with insulting
accusations in late-night phone calls.”® Schmidt responded with reluctance as
far as a joint border commission or any financial contribution from the federal
government was concerned, but was prepared to push for expert talks.®

In reality, against the backdrop of the Cold War, there were few means of ex-
erting pressure available, and hardly any legal norms or even treaties existed that
spanned the Eastern and Western Blocs. Policies to prevent harmful emissions
were still incipient at the national level, too: the FRG’s Federal Emissions Con-
trol Act had only come into force in 1974.”7 In the GDR, measures against air
pollution had been in place since 1966, but they were nonbinding and had few
practical consequences. In the CSSR a law on atmospheric protection had been
passed in 1967, a law on water protection in 1973, and a law on forestry in 1977,
but according to “competent”—that is, intelligence—sources these had had “no
effect”® It was therefore doubtful whether Czechoslovakia would commit itself
to the international legal obligation of mutual consideration." Various forms of
cooperation against air pollution did exist between the GDR and the CSSR as
part of the supranational program of the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance
(COMECON).2 Between the FRG and the GDR, on the other hand, there was
the Basic Treaty of 1972, whose supplementary protocol provided for “damage-
prevention agreements.” Internationally both the 1975 Final Act of the Conference
on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), which had a chapter dedicated
to the environment, and the multilateral Geneva Convention on Long-Range
Transboundary Air Pollution of 1979 were applicable, although the latter did not

come into force until 1983 and was difficult to enforce.®

Odor Diplomacy: The Foreign Office and the Cat-Pee-Smell
Nevertheless, as carly as March 1978, the West German Foreign Office had

raised the issue of the “intense odor emissions” via the embassy in Prague and
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at a meeting between Genscher and President Gustdv Husak.** Yet these early
interventions had met with resistance. Therefore, “owing to the importance
of the matter,” they considered summoning the ambassador of the CSSR to
“explain the German point of view” to him; the German ambassador in Prague
also delivered a démarche to the deputy foreign minister.®” In an exchange with
Prague’s ambassador in Germany, Jitf Gotz, in April 1979, State Secretary Peter
Hermes “emphatically” underlined the “political significance of the emission
problem for German-Czechoslovak relations.”*® Ambassador Gétz, who “after
initial hesitation” revealed that he was familiar with the problem from his own
experience as a hunter in the forests around Karlovy Vary, eventually spoke
out in favor of expert talks. And Klaus von Dohnanyi, the social democratic
minister of state, once again “urgently” suggested an expert commission to the
Czechoslovak prime minister Josef Kor¢ék, because the population feared an-
other increase in pollution as autumn approached.®”

However, at a meeting of the environmental advisers of the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe®® in Geneva in November 1979, CSSR envi-
ronmental experts still repudiated the accusation that the cat-pee-smell originated
on their territory.”” The establishment of a joint border commission, on the other
hand, was fully welcomed by the CSSR. On this point the West-German Foreign
Office hit the brakes, partly because cross-border emissions were “a thoroughly
double-edged issue.” After all, the Czechoslovak side had repeatedly complained
about the discharge of toxic substances such as mercury into eastward-flowing
waters such as the Réslau/Reslava or Eger/Ohfe. The Foreign Office therefore
urged bilateral caution.”

The suggestion of Federal Minister of the Interior Gerhart Baum (FDP) to
include the odor problem among the tasks of a future border commission was
considered “neither desirable nor feasible” by the diplomats, as the competencies
of existing Bavarian-Czech institutions such as the Border Waters Commission
and the Border Police Commissioners were extremely limited, and the Czechoslo-
vak side could react with extreme sensitivity to an expansion.” The discussion of
such transnational issues would touch upon the course of the border, which was
then a subject of dispute between Bavaria and the CSSR.” The establishment of
ajoint border commission had already failed years carlier because the FRG had
insisted, for reasons of Cold War politics, on a West Berlin clause. However, the
CSSR had refused, stating correctly that it did not share a border with Berlin.”

The cat-pee-smell affair now offered the opportunity to set up a border com-
mission after all—albeit this time without the recognition of West Berlin—and
the diplomats of the CSSR did not pass it up.”* Their persistent refusal to dis-

cuss the odor problem anywhere other than in a joint border commission was
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thus motivated by larger foreign policy objectives and not solely by a desire to
downplay their own harmful emissions. And the strategy paid off: at the end
of 1981 the FRG’s Foreign Ministry consented to the appointment of border
commissioners on the national level.”> This did not yet officially amount to the
existence of a joint border commission, as there was no treaty in place to estab-
lish such a body, but the appointment of commissioners offered the chance to
enter into negotiations without such an agreement.

At the first meetings of the German-Czechoslovak border commissioners
in March 1982 in Cheb and in June in Regensburg, Gerhard Kohler, the min-
isterial councillor appointed as the commissioner for border affairs, presented
documentation illustrated with odor maps.”® The experts from the CSSR, led
by negotiator Emanuel Havlik, expressed their “astonishment at the German
problems.” They themselves were not equipped with sufficient measurements,
but after pointing to their own “strict” environmental laws, they conceded that
burning at open-pit mines, especially a combine in Vesovd, were a “theoretical
possibility.” Owing to the scarcity of resources, however, no quick solution was
to be expected—a hint at the sought-after foreign currency transfers or loans
from the West.”” Kohler therefore recommended a “cautious approach.””

Meanwhile, the Frankenpost had reported on “political maneuvering” with-
in the commission by the Czechoslovaks.” The background to this was their
refusal to conduct joint measurements: “for such a measure” the “conclusion
of an intergovernmental agreement” would be required, “similar to how it is,
for example, in the relationship between the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic
and the Polish People’s Republic.”® Even so, in January 1982 a Bavarian state
secretary visited Sokolov, where he saw “twelve smoking chimneys,” but it “did
not stink,” presumably owing to the height of the chimneys, which transported
their emissions deep into the countryside.™

In response to a letter from Bavarian parliament member Josef Griinbeck
(FDP), who came from the Dux/Duchcov district, Hildegard Hamm-Briicher
(FDP), minister of state at the Foreign Office, intervened in the affair®* She
considered the Geneva Convention of 1979 to be “the suitable instrument” and
referred to the Stockholm Environmental Conference of 1972, even though it
had been boycotted by all Warsaw Pact states (except Romania) owing to the
non-inclusion of the GDR.® Interior Minister Baum turned to the responsible
minister for technical and investment development of the CSSR, Ladislav Supka,
and referred to an article in the Czechoslovakian weekly 77ibuna,** as the Czech-
language press had also reported on the odor problem.® Baum supplemented
his detailed offer with that of a “technical-scientific exchange of experience,” but
did not neglect to remind him admonishingly of the necessary “contribution to
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the fulfillment of the commitments entered into in the CSCE Final Act in the
area of environmental protection.”®

At the beginning of 1983, Bavarian Minister-President Franz Josef Strauf§
also pushed for further action at the level of international relations. He thus
bypassed the Foreign Office and abruptly entered the diplomatic arena himself.
He did not stop at expressing his concerns to the Czechoslovak ambassador “in
a personal conversation,” but directly addressed the government of the Czecho-
slovak Republic in January 1983. In his letter Strauf§ espoused the demands of
the environmental movement by asking for harmful emissions “from industrial
areas in the CSSR to be reduced to such an extent that our environment can be
passed on intact to the next generation.””

Strauf$’s foray was not welcomed by the Czechoslovaks. On February 25, the
official Czechoslovak news agency CTK reported that the Socialist Republic
firmly rejected accusations that it was responsible for tree damage in Bavaria
and criticized Strauf§ for blaming “the CSSR for the death of Bavarian forests in
the ‘German environmental election campaign.” On the other hand, in a show
of unity with the West German foreign minister, the statement declared that
Genscher had “only recently asserted on his visit to Prague that there was no
one in the federal government who did not welcome the positive development
between Bonn and Prague.”®® The agency also pointed out that the winds blew
predominantly from west to cast: a total of around 56,000 tons of sulfur sub-
stances had fallen on the Federal Republic from the CSSR in 1980, but more
than double that amount, 129,000 tons, in the opposite direction.”

Even if the West-German news magazine Der Spiegel disapproved of the
Prague “orgy of insults,”® these numbers could not be entirely dismissed—in the
German press, the import/export balance of air pollutants was assessed as “even”
overall. As one map illustrated, “nearly as much [comes] in as goes out.” Around
half of what fell from German chimneys “travels in all directions with the wind
and clouds,” with “the largest quantity of deposits” received by the GDR.” This
calculation allegedly did not apply to Bavaria, however, which in fact suffered
from sporadic winds from the cast-southeast, and from the weather inversions
typical of mountainous regions with minimal exchange between atmospheric
strata, especially in winter.

As a matter of fact, despite all the foreign policy skirmishes, the CSSR had
already faced up to this problem. As early as the 1960s, air pollution had been
openly addressed in a series of publications, not only in reformist writings but
also in official papers and announcements, for example by the Czechoslovak
Academy of Sciences and official hygienists.”” In 1971 the Prague government
had initiated and hosted a United Nations environmental conference; in 1972
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the Academy in Prague had appointed an interdisciplinary council for environ-
mental issues, and developed plans in several declarations concerning the cre-
ation of a “socialist environment” via various measures to improve air hygiene,
social conditions, and the aesthetic quality of the landscape. The CSSR may
have boycotted the Stockholm Conference in 1972, but it was a fully engaged
participant in a number of other international environmental talks, such as the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s Man and
the Biosphere Programme, in 1975.” In 1982, however, the Prague government
declared the reports by the Ecological Section of the Biological Society of the
Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences on environmental problems to be virtually
a state secret.”* Nevertheless, democracy activists from Charter 77 leaked the
corresponding information to the Western media in the mid-1980s.”

At the meetings of the border commissioners, the CSSR negotiators insisted
that the expert reports from the West could not prove that there had been any
health damage. They therefore refused to intervene on the basis of their counter-
parts’ data—a strategy also used time and again by the GDR . It was not until
the third meeting in Prague in November 1983 that the Czechoslovaks expressed
willingness “in principle” to undertake joint measurements on both sides of the
border, but insisted on the need for an intergovernmental agreement in order
to do so. “Suitable technical measures” were now promised as well, especially
for flue-gas desulfurization, with the goal of eliminating the odor problem by
1985, for which the CSSR had provided a sum of so million crowns. In addition,
SO, emissions—with an annual total of 800,000 tons—were to be reduced by
40,000 tons by retrofitting older power plants. Furthermore, it was agreed to
draw up a smog alarm plan for the border region.”” On February 2, 1983, the
news agency Deutsche Depeschendienst reported the preliminary results of the
meeting under the headline: “CSSR wants to diminish ‘cat-pee-smell’ by 19857

In the run-up to a visit by the Czechoslovak ambassador to Federal Minister
of the Interior Friedrich Zimmermann (CSU), who took office in early Octo-
ber 1982, the embassy of the CSSR announced that the Federal Republic was
exposed to far greater concentrations of pollutants from Western countries such
as Belgium, France, and Britain than Bavaria was from the East.”” Furthermore
the CSSR had signed numerous international environmental cooperation agree-
ments; for example, a “completely unique” agreement on mutual information on
and control of power plants near the border had been in force between Austria
and the CSSR since 1982."%° The embassy reaffirmed the will to “eliminate the
pungent odors” emanating from the plant in Viesova. It stated that filter systems

and the increased use of natural gas instead of coal had already contributed to
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the reduction of emissions, and that various technological measures had been
taken to prevent the escape of harmful gases.

These statements from the CSSR glaringly contradicted a report by the West
German Intelligence Service.” The analysis of the environmental situation by
the BND painted a dramatic picture. The result of the devastating “sulfur dioxide
balance” was a reduced life expectancy of three to ten years and an increased
incidence of skin cancer and respiratory diseases. In Severni Cechy (North Bohe-
mia) so percent of the population and up to 72 percent of adults in districts near
the power plants were reportedly affected. On top of that, the rate of “high-risk
pregnancies” increased drastically to so percent of all pregnancies. There were
also reports that the rain was “cating holes in clothing” (presumably due to an
accident that was swept under the rug). The government responded to these
conditions with bans on collecting medicinal herbs, bans on growing potatoes
among other things, curfews for children, and even with forced abortions and
an alleged “burial allowance” —the latter being in fact only a stand-in for govern-
ment payments in the Czechoslovakian population which the report confused
with real intel.'”> Overall, Bonn expected “an increase in SO, emissions even after
198s” in spite of all the technical measures taken by the CSSR, which—according
to the concluding assessment—“is not capable on its own of solving the pressing
problems of environmental protection to be expected in the future” One way
out was a switch to nuclear energy, but this could “probably only [be paid for]
with the help of Western loans.”® By the time these assessments were made,
the cat-pee-smell affair had gone from an annoyance to an existential problem.

In June 1984 the cat-pee-smell finally reached the highest level of interna-
tional negotiations with the CSSR. In a letter Chancellor Helmut Kohl per-
sonally addressed Gustdv Husdk, general secretary of the Communist Party of
the CSSR since 1969 and president since 1975. With an implicit reference to
the secret service report, Kohl stated that in Germany the situation had led to
“severe agitation and lasting uncertainty among the population” about a “spread
of the ecological collapse to our territory.” Kohl offered the North Bohemian
power plant operators technical know-how, while also pointing to the Munich
Environmental Conference and European efforts to harmonize national emis-
sions policies, and concluded by expressing hope for trustful cooperation.'**
Husék took four months to reply, but on October 17 he finally assured Kohl
that he had “read [the letter] carcefully”'® In the spirit of the Cold War, Husik
opened with a preamble-like comment on the stationing of US medium-range
missiles. He then addressed the burden put on the CSSR by Western pollution,
but assured Kohl that the country had “a significant and genuine interest” in
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solving the complex problems of environmental protection and was prepared
to cooperate at the bilateral and multilateral levels. Internal documents show,
however, that there was no wish to have the foreign ministers settle the issue,
as proposed by Kohl.* Instead, Husdk called for an exchange “at the technical
level)” more specifically for “a meeting of competent experts from our states.”"”

In December 1984, in the context of a visit by Genscher to Prague, the first
environmental talks with the CSSR at the level of government delegations were
officially announced.'”® The bilateral talks were thus shifted from the border
commissioners to a joint expert group on “ecological issues.” Just one year later,
however, their work was regarded “as finished” from the Czechoslovak perspec-
tive until the environmental agreement under discussion had been concluded.'”
Once again the Czechoslovak Republic used the cat-pee-smell to press for the
conclusion of international treaties.

Malodorous Intruders and the German-German Paper War

In the meantime, negotiations between the Federal Republic and the GDR
had gotten underway. In summer 1977 the West German Foreign Office had
already proposed via the permanent mission a dialogue on “potential and actu-
al cross-border environmental degradation.” A joint border commission, which
concerned itself with malodors from intensive livestock farming as well as pol-
lution from power plants on cither side of the border, already existed between
the two German states."” However, the dialogue on environmental questions
had run into difficulties since the opening of the Federal Environment Agency
in West Berlin in 1974. In the view of the GDR, the Bonn government’s choice
of location violated the text of the Four Power Agreement on Berlin of 1971 (a
text which, as it happens, had not been uniformly translated). The GDR pro-
tested by breaking off the follow-up negotiations on environmental protection
provided for in the Basic Treaty of December 1972." As a result, the GDR and
the Soviet Union also urged the CSSR to refrain from any cooperation with
the Federal Environment Agency."”

Although the Council of Ministers in East Berlin had taken the first steps
toward solving the problem in the first half of the 1970s with its resolutions on air
pollution control, these efforts stagnated near the end of the decade and finally
gave way to a decidedly restrictive authoritarian policy in the early 1980s."* The
decision to keep environmental issues secret, which was made on November 16,
1982, is considered a turning point in domestic politics, a “black day in GDR
environmental policy” In line with this, the GDR leadership stonewalled other
countries’ environmental efforts as well.
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The West had become aware of the problems at the Rosenthal Pulp and
Paper Mill VEB in Blankenstein an der Saale at an early stage, as confidential
information was available from a West German engineer whose company had
repaired the chimney there.* In September 1980 the Federal Republic’s repre-
sentatives in the inner-German border commission demanded DM 162,000 in
compensation for damage that had already occurred, and threatened to increase
the sum to DM 500,000 if the pollution from the factory continued." Various
GDR ministries had been keeping track of this damage since 1976, and the paper
mill had to pay fines for violations of emission guidelines. Within the GDR it
was acknowledged that damage had also occurred beyond the border, primarily
due to accidents in 1978/79, which had led to increased SO emissions."® There
was also a “high background exposure” to SO within a radius of at least ten
kilometers around the factory, which is why “the information provided by the
FRG appeared to be factually justified,” even if the pollution primarily affected
the spruce trees in the GDR. It was therefore recommended not to reply to the
Federal Republic and instead to “portray” the tree damage as mainly due to ex-
treme changes in weather, in particular the harsh winter of 1978/79. The plan
was to reject the claim for damages, as background contamination “was not the
subject of the intergovernmental agreement on damage control,” while at the
same time internally developing further proposals for reduction.’”

Bavarian Minister-President Straufl exerted pressure behind the scenes, as he
had with the CSSR, but this time more successfully. In the run-up to Chancellor
Schmidt’s visit to the GDR, Die Welt reported under the headline “Chancellor
should also talk to Honecker about foul smells” that on his way to the “Eastern
stinker” Honecker, Helmut Schmidt would be carrying in his luggage the request
of Straufl (his “rival for the chancellery”) to solve the odor problem."® Strauf}
also turned directly to the Permanent Mission of the GDR, for while the smells
had decreased by 1982, the actual SO emissions had not."

In the following years, however, “pungent odor pollution” kept reoccurring;
on top of that, “foam flakes” fell on federal territory.® When the odors persisted
in September 1984, authorities in the Federal Republic suspected only “low-lying
sources,” since the harmful emissions could not arise from chimneys “with heights
of 175 m or 110 m.”"* Thus, even after five years of research into the causes, the
source of the invisible nuisance had still not been clearly determined. The “per-
sistent, very strong, and pungent odor pollution” that reoccurred in November
could have been prevented by the odor reduction equipment that had already
been installed by a West Berlin company, but owing to a lack of experience with
GDR technology the company had installed it improperly.*

In the GDR, however, in a “strictly confidential” report of June 1983, an in-
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terministerial working group on cross-border air pollution had frankly admitted
that the paper mill in Blankenstein had caused pollution on West German ter-
ritory through dust emissions.” An internal document listed numerous mea-
sures planned up to 1987 and beyond to reduce the harm caused by the paper
mill's SO, and chlorine emissions.** Yet the GDR authorities still considered
the exchange of information “inappropriate,” as it could raise questions of inter-
national law and claims “with possibly major economic disadvantages,” as “no
internationally recognized regulations in the field of environmental protection”
yet existed. Those involved also took into account incidents outside Germany,
which increased their sensitivity to the problem. For example, when defoliants
blew over the Berlin Wall in 1977, exposing 12,000 people to the toxic substance
TCDD (also known as dioxin), comparisons were drawn with the accident in
the Italian community of Seveso (the previous year).'

The Bavarian Ministry of the Environment, for its part, made reference to the
“Trail smelter dispute,” which, although it had occurred five decades previously,
was “comparable to the situation in northeastern Bavaria” in terms of the condi-
tions under which it happened, as a ministerial department head explained.*
Cross-border SO emissions from a smelter (ironworks) in the Canadian town
of Trail had caused damage in the US State of Washington through emissions,
for which the US had demanded compensation in 1927. Instead of invoking
territorial law, according to which “a state is ostensibly allowed to do or not do
whatever it wants on its own territory with no regard for neighboring states,”
Canada first agreed to a bilateral commission and finally, in 1935, to a court of ar-
bitration charged with finding a solution in the interests of all parties involved.”””
The case thus made international legal history.**

In this context of international law, an East German lawyer caused a stir when
he claimed that “air pollution that reaches ‘Central Germany’ from other states
[represents] a violation of the sovereignty of the GDR.” Here the author applied
the principle of air sovereignty to airborne intruders, which in the judgment of
the East German Council of Ministers went a step too far, as this interpretation,
if validated, could also be applied in reverse. To make matters worse, the article
had appeared in a West German magazine and had been reported on by the West
German media. A discussion was therefore arranged with the author, the Halle
legal scholar Reinhard Miiller, since his legal interpretation was “diametrically”
opposed to the “imprecise’ neighborhood principle” advocated by the GDR
leadership “in all negotiations” up to that point—and for good reason, since
it was determined to counter “the polluter-pays principle and the principle of
liability for damages.”"”

Toward the end of 1985, CSU parliamentary group leader Theo Waigel ap-
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proached the Permanent Mission of the GDR with an unusually pragmatic sug-
gestion regarding the cat-pee-smell: since “a pungent smell” was still causing “a
great deal of unpleasantness” in northern Bavaria, particularly around Hof and
Lichtenberg and especially in Bad Steben, a spa town that advertised its good
air, Waigel offered to connect the responsible factory “to a nearby natural gas
pipeline on the territory of the Federal Republic,” thereby switching its source of
energy.”’ Following a bout of rather perplexed inter-ministerial correspondence
in East Berlin, the decision was made to reject the initiative by Waigel, whose
imputations were said to be inaccurate, although it was conceded that “the brief
occurrence of certain odors, which [are] typical of pulp mills in any country,

could not be entirely ruled out in the future.”

Agreements and Cooperation:
Détente as a Catalyst for Deodorization

In the mid-1980s the discussion with both the GDR and the CSSR shifted
away from the Cold War logic of confrontation and toward détente. Coop-
erative solutions were now sought for the odor problem, focusing on plant
collaboration and scientific and financial aid. However, the issue of techni-
cal assistance was complicated by the fact that both the GDR and the CSSR
had had bad experiences with West German equipment that did not meet the
promised specifications.™

Meanwhile the governments came under further pressure. The issue was dis-
cussed in both the Bavarian state parliament and the West German Bundestag
and was covered in the press, on the radio, and on television.* Forest dieback,
smog, and acid rain were recurring themes in the media of the 1980s. Citizens’
initiatives had formed, such as the “Sick from the cat-pee-smell and environmen-
tal toxins” alliance in Wunsiedel and the “Northeast Upper Franconian initiative
for healthy air"%> which exerted pressure on the state government in Munich
and the federal government in Bonn. The town of Hof presented the minister-
president with an environmental resolution demanding extensive measures to
put an end to the “periodically recurring environmental scandal.”*¢ After the
Greens entered the Bundestag in March 1983, the environmental movement to
some extent had a parliamentary arm at its disposal. Oppositional environmental
movements formed in the socialist states, particularly in the CSSR with Charter
77.% The party youth organizations also rebelled across political factions: in the
CSSR the youth magazine Mlady svét and the newspaper of the communist youth

138

organization Mladd fronta published several reports,*® and in Bavaria the Junge

Union (the CSU’s youth organization) sent Chancellor Kohl documentation
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about the paper mill’s air pollution with a demand to get Erich Honecker to put
a stop to the odor pollution, but also to regulate harmful emissions at home.”

In terms of foreign policy, however, West Germany’s willingness to provide
financial aid seemed to bring a solution closer. Straufl had already declared to
Chancellor Schmidt in 1980 “that a German financial contribution [will have
to be] included in the considerations”—a pragmatic attitude that was somewhat
at odds with the stance of the CDU/CSU parliamentary group of the previous
year.** The formation of a bilateral environmental commission was discussed in
the run-up to a visit to the GDR by Interior Minister Zimmermann.' By July
1983, when Strauf$ orchestrated a billion-euro loan to the GDR, the taboo on
financial aid had been lifted in the CDU/CSU as well.'*?

With a view to the CSSR, Bavarian Environment Minister Dick planned to
propose the establishment of a multilateral fund at the Munich International
Environmental Conference in June 1984. Through this fund the Western coun-
tries would grant financial aid to their “socialist neighbors in the East” for power
plants and industrial facilities."*® The CSSR no longer wanted to invest its mon-
ey in desulfurization plants but in new nuclear power plants, as the country’s
lignite reserves would only last for another thirty years anyway, and a massive
energy crisis was looming!**

Even though the two German states and the CSSR all signed the Helsinki
Protocol on the reduction of transboundary sulfur emissions in 198s, reliable
bilateral agreements on scientific and technical cooperation were still lacking,
particularly between the Federal Republic and the CSSR.* The environmental
agreement that the CSSR sought with the FRG was finally ratified on October
5, 1987.1¢ The result of years of negotiations, the agreement was concluded just
before the end of the Cold War in Europe—but it still bears its mark."” Shortly
before it was signed, the Bundestag once again addressed the cat-pee-smell. Now
it was the Social Democrat opposition and the Greens who submitted minor
interpellations to put pressure on the CDU-led federal government.!*®

At around the same time as the rapprochement between the FRG and Czecho-
slovakia, inner-German odor abatement was also making headway. In the border
commission it became clear that the “responsible authorities of the Bavarian
government” were “fundamentally willing” to make a financial contribution.'®
Subsequently, they came to an agreement that odor removal was “solvable by
technical means” and planned concrete measures for plant construction.” Yet
in 1987 it was still proving technically difficult to identify odors, because the
“relevant technology and correspondingly sensitive measuring techniques [were]
not available in the FRG either.” Rather, the model used was the blanket capture
and incineration of all emissions in a collection pipe. This had been carried out
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on a trial basis in a comparable plant in Stockstadt in Lower Franconia, which
“largely eliminated” the plant’s odor pollution. In order to achieve comparable
results in the GDR, new technical components such as corrosion-resistant pipe-
lines or fans were needed, which could be produced there but were “not part of
economic planning.”™

Plainly stated—as put bluntly in an internal memo by the head of the GDR
delegation, Volkmar Fenzlein—this meant securing “the highest possible partic-
ipation by the FRG in odor removal.”"®* The inclusion of a West Betlin clause in
the inner-German agreements was considered a red line.” Furthermore, domestic
political sensitivities were to be taken into account. The main issue here was the
elimination of low-lying chlorine emissions. While these did not spread across
the border, they attracted “increased attention” from paper mill employees and
local residents for “environmental and health reasons.” It was therefore necessary
to “put paid to perceptions that priority is being given to the implementation
of measures in which the FRG has an interest.”

In the summer of 1988, GDR Foreign Minister Fischer ramped up the im-
plementation of the “odor removal project.”* A year earlier the Bavarian State
Office for Environmental Protection had provided the GDR with analyses of
air samples from the area around the Rosenthal Pulp and Paper Mill, which
detected acetic acid “as the odor-intensive component.”™ The plans had been
preceded in March by a visit to Blankenstein by the joint border commission,
during which West German representatives were able to inspect the notorious
areas of the VEB for the first time and sniff around, so to speak.” “In keeping
with the international trend toward the reduction of odor pollution typical of
pulp mills and of chlorine emissions,” the East German side showed itself open
in principle to the financial assistance offered by the Bavarian government in
May 1987 In the meantime sensitivity to this problem in the GDR had grown
to the point that the Ministry for State Security (MfS) collected information
about odor pollution from the CSSR in order to press the government of their

18 For years the Ministry for Environmental Protection

socialist ally for a solution.
and Water Management of the GDR had already been receiving data from its
own measuring stations, which were ordered to investigate odor pollution in the
southern districts, including Fichtelberg, Marienberg, Zwickau, and Aue. Here,
too, the “long-distance transportation” of odors from the “North Bohemian
Basin” and especially from the plant in Viesové was considered “significant.”™

An expert report on the paper mill by the Bavarian Technischer Uberwa-
chungsverein (TUV—Technical Control Board) estimated the cost of the nec-
essary remedial measures to be between DM 8 and 11.4 million!®® The West

German government agreed to contribute DM 7.6 million, half of which would
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be paid by Bavaria.'! Payments of less than DM 8 million were still “out of the
question” for the GDR in early 1989, although the negotiators were still hop-
ing to conclude the treaty by the end of the year.®® But owing to the events of
1989/90, the contract they had already drafted was rendered obsolete. Nonethe-
less, the unification treaty insisted on an “obligatory remediation of pollution”
for plants on GDR territory, and some cooperation efforts did bear fruit in the
long term.'® While many plants in the former GDR had to be closed owing to
their emissions, the paper mill in Blankenstein was auctioned off in 1994 to a
Canadian investor by the Treuhandanstalt (the agency set up to privatize East
German enterprises) and continues to operate—for the most part odor-free—to
this day.** Some odor-emitters from the former CSSR that became notorious
in the affair, such as the Tisova I plant, were modernized with German money
well after 1989.1%

And the cat-pee-smell? It had by no means blown over, even if the currently
available records end around 1989/90. In late January 1997 a CDU representa-
tive brought it up again in the Bundestag because the smell had returned—this
time in the Ore Mountains, however, which now lay inside the “new federal
states.”' The state secretary assigned to the issue gave a well-known response to
this well-known question. He explained that the responsible federal minister had
commissioned experts to propose how the stench in the Ore Mountains could
“be quickly, durably, and substantially reduced.” Little had changed besides the
nationality and job title of the interlocutor: now they were dealing with the en-
vironment minister of the Czech Republic.'” And the federal minister handling
the affair had a new name: Angela Merkel.

Conclusion and Epilogue

In the cat-pee-smell affair, industrial odors and their impact on humans were
prominently debated and politicized in a variety of ways. The realization that
everyone, regardless of origin and convictions, breathes the same air—which
has since solidified into a familiar adage—became a matter of trans- and inter-
national politics at the FRG-GDR-CSSR trijunction. The sources show that it
was initially pressure from below that turned the stench into an issue of intense
concern for the political and diplomatic leaders of three different countries.
In the ten years between 1976 and 1986, international contact was made forty-
cight times between the Federal Republic and the CSSR alone, on occasion
every two months.'® In terms of international relations, agreements—whether
they already existed or had to be negotiated—were of central importance,

although it was often the case that nonbinding multilateral treaties were no
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guarantee of solutions. Only sustained pressure from civil society led to con-
crete deodorization measures. The prerequisite for such action was the ability
to measure the sense of smell, yet this proved difficult. Although there were
guidelines available for harmful components in the air, the subjective percep-
tion of these components largely eluded objectification.

The role played in this by the term “cat-pee-smell” is an ambivalent one. For
one thing, it identified malodors as a central problem for the human sensorium
and pointed to the outstanding importance of the sense of smell. Hence this
affair is in keeping with odor conflicts of older epochs, especially the nineteenth
century, when the first attempts were made to arrive at a systematic standardiza-
tion of sensory perceptions. The expert reports and measurement data produced
in the cat-pee-smell affair were based on such attempts and continued the trend
toward the establishment of standard values that legitimized political interven-
tion."” In the commissions, agreements, and collaborations, one can also see a

70 toward a more comprehensive

move away from carly smokestack diplomacy
“environmental foreign policy” and supranational structures.”" At the same time,
other terms came into usage in the 1980s to describe the substances (especially
SO,) measured in the air: smog, acid rain, and forest dieback.”

The curious label thus also fulfilled the role of a semantic demarcation: un-
der the trivializing label “cat-pee,” environmental problems could be addressed
without being linked too closely to contentious issues of the Green movement.
It was not until the 1980s that the sensory problem was increasingly subsumed
under the more abstract concept of the environment, which differentiated and
established itself as a field of national and international politics at around the
same time. Previously, in the context of the Cold War, the environment had
often been deliberately exterritorialized by all sides.

In the GDR of the 1980s, air pollution and industrial odors were presented
as failures of the state in petitions and complaints as well as by environmental
initiatives. In the CSSR the opposition, especially Charter 77, developed an
environmental policy agenda that included foul smells. The ecological situation
in Severni Cechy was furthermore the subject of demonstrations in Teplice in
the first days of November 1989 under the slogan “We can’t breathe,” with its
double meaning. This was followed by the mass demonstration in Prague on
November 17, 1989, which heralded the end of state socialism and led the envi-
ronmental activist Bedfich Moldan to become the first Czech minister of the
environment.”” It should not be overlooked in this regard that Western states
such as the FRG had homemade odor problems that detrimentally affected their
neighbors. This was evident in the Ruhr and Saar, in the smog alarms of the in-
dustrial centers and population centers on the Isar, Main, Spree, and Elbe, and in
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numerous local conflicts concerning harmful emissions from individual industrial
and commercial enterprises, but also, and above all, in emissions resulting from

mass consumption and mass automobility.”

Both were considerably higher in
the societies of the Western world than in the socialist economies of scarcity.

In conclusion it should therefore be noted that industrial odors were by no
means a unique feature of the Eastern Bloc, even if the authoritarian regimes of
the East reacted less flexibly to complaints, owing to a lack of democratic account-
ability, or were unable to react at all, as was often the case, owing to the lack of
innovation and foreign currency typical of late socialism. For the GDR and the
CSSR, however, the odor affair offered a welcome opportunity to renegotiate
foreign policy issues and obtain foreign currency for plant modernization. For
the liberal-democratic FRG and the Free State of Bavaria, it was about eliminat-
ing problems, but also about the economic involvement of German companies
and their commitment to nuclear power.

Taken together, the late 1970s and the 1980s—the period when the cat-pee-
smell affair emerged—thus appear to have been a time in which the odor con-
flicts of the twentieth century reached a high point in the sense of a new sensory
shock.”> With the introduction of filters, catalyzers, and a gradual switch to
nuclear power, natural gas, and, all too hesitantly, renewable energy sources, as
well as the “pollution outsourcing” that followed the relocation of industry to
other regions of the world, emissions in Europe lost their pungency in a literal
sense but by no means disappeared, certainly not on a global scale. The fact that
in this part of the world they are no longer immediately perceptible to the senses
but often become apparent only in terms of their aftereffects—and therefore no
longer immediately trigger protests that put governments under pressure—has
already been demonstrated, one might argue, by climate change as a central
problem of the twenty-first century.

The cat-pee-smell has not vanished entirely. A current travel guide mentions
it as a kind of negative attraction: although the facilities have mostly been mod-
ernized, people in Saxony still complain “about odor nuisances (‘cat-pee-smell’)
and increased concentrations of air pollutants [. . .] from Bohemia during weather
inversions (in autumn and winter).”"” The Sichsische Zeitung reported in 2018
that scientists had already been busy tracking down the origin “for two years.”
Prompted by the publication of the original German article, the German Hy-
giene Museum in Dresden devoted a section of its 2025 special exhibition on the
topic “air” to the cat-pee-smell.”” Analogous to Barbara Tuchman’s definition of
contemporary history as history that “is still smoking,” the cat-pee-smell affair

is history that still smells.”
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Walled Off but Not Disconnected
The GDR’s Place in Central Europe

JULIA E. AULT

Bodo Mrozek and Doubravka Ol$dkovd’s excellent article on cross-border
odors examines the intersection of territory, pollution, and diplomacy in Cold
War central Europe. Tracing the debate around a foul smell that “wafted”
through northeastern Bavaria in 1976, the authors highlight the complicated
relations and negotiations between the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG),
the German Democratic Republic (GDR), and the Czechoslovak Socialist
Republic (CSSR).! Although the focus of this issue of the German Yearbook of
Contemporary History is on the GDR, Mrozek and Ol$dkovd’s article does not
entirely fit that description. In some ways the GDR—presumably the source
of the “Katzendreck [cat pee] smell”’—falls into the background of West Ger-
man (and Czechoslovak) perceptions and debates surrounding the affair.
The article devotes the majority of its attention to West German diplomatic
approaches, and to a lesser extent West German domestic politics, alongside
some incorporation of Czechoslovak and East German considerations.
Nevertheless, the article offers important insights into how neighboring
countries viewed the GDR, and to some extent how the GDR reacted to them.
This approach moves scholars beyond stale narratives about the GDR beingan
isolated, walled-off state.? It not only shared borders with other states in central
Europe (on both sides of the Iron Curtain), but it also shared weather patterns,
waterways, and more. Relatedly, Mrozek and Olsdkové pivot away from debates
over the (il)legitimacy of the East German dictatorship to instead focus on how
and why the GDR acted in the ways that it did. They take seriously East German
diplomatic efforts to engage with transboundary environmental pollution, even
as they acknowledge the limits of the GDR’s willingness (or ability) to take ef-
fective action. Mrozek and Olsdkova thus fit into an important trend that tran-
scends national borders as well as the Iron Curtain. The article contextualizes
Cold War tensions, devoting attention to policy and perception across seemingly



impermeable divisions. In doing so, it builds on a trend in the scholarship that
highlights the entangled character of Cold War central Europe, even as those
entanglements were often asymmetrical.* The authors add complexity to this
literature through their consideration of not only German-German but also
socialist-socialist and internal West German political dynamics.

Thinking more specifically about environmental histories of these Cold War
divides, Mrozek and Ol$dkova engage with transboundary pollution from a new
perspective: the sensory history of smell.® This methodology proves fruitful be-
cause it emphasizes something—odors—that cannot be stopped at a political
border, whether by a checkpoint or a landmine. Through their analysis of the
cat-pee-smell affair, the GDR’s attitude toward the environment, transboundary
pollution, and diplomacy comes into focus. The GDR emerges as an actor that
polluted across state boundaries, refused to engage with a polluter-pays prin-
ciple or wider discussion about pollution, and sought to extract advantageous
financial and scientific concessions, especially from the FRG. Complaints from
West Germans spurred (or attempted to spur) action on the Bavarian and federal
West German governments to negotiate a solution with the GDR.

The subjective nature of the pollution, in this case malodorous fumes, pre-
sented a challenge in terms of quantifying or qualifying the damage. The au-
thors highlight how not only West Germans but also residents of the GDR
and CSSR were impacted by the cat-pee-smell. One major source of the stench
(or at least one of the sources) was presumably an East German Volkseigener
Betrieb (VEB—state-owned enterprise), the Rosenthal Pulp and Paper Mill
in Blankenstein an der Saale.® According to one complaint in Bavaria, horses
“suffered burns to their nostrils and mouths” after eating grass coated with the
pollutants.” Other reports noted complaints about nausca and headaches in the
CSSR and “anxiety, sleep loss, and a ‘strange tautness of the skin” in the GDR.#
To know exactly what caused the stench is nevertheless difficult, because pollu-
tion from all three states seems to have transcended borders. The authors imply
that the pollution was East German, while acknowledging the complexity of
the geographic and environmental situation.

Still, Mrozek and Ol$dkova identify that at least some of the pollution was
sulfur dioxide (SO,), the main contributor to acid rain. This fact is of particular
importance, given that acid rain and the resulting Waldsterben (dying of the for-
ests) was a huge source of public outcry especially in the FRG in the early 1980s.
It attracted additional attention after the Green Party entered the Bundestag
in 1983.” The Waldsterben panic has garnered much scholarly attention, but the
sensory aspect of transboundary SO _ pollution has received relatively less.”” Thus,
Mrozek and Ol$dkova add sensory history to our understanding of this time and
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place, taking on the difficult task of using text to convey the olfactory aspect of
the pollution debates. This approach builds layers into readers’ perception of
pollution and the “smellscape,” even as Mrozek and Ol$akovd underscore that
the twentieth century has been considered an era of “deodorization.””

The olfactory aspect of the pollution adds new levels of understanding to
the West German debate about the environment, bringing together unlikely
bedfellows. Bavaria tended to be more politically conservative than some West
German states, and the federal government shifted to the center-right when the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) came to power in 1982. In the context of
the cat-pee-smell affair, anticommunism and environmental concerns overlapped
in Bavaria, though they were often championed by different political orienta-
tions. Thirty-two members of Bavaria’s Christian Social Union (CSU, partner
to the federal CDU) in the federal parliament pushed to investigate the GDR’s
transboundary pollution and especially the cross-border stench. Among their
concerns were to hold the GDR accountable and force it to pay for the impact
of its pollution in northern Bavaria through the “polluter-pays principle.”> As
Mrozek and Olsdkova emphasize, the CSU instrumentalized the cat-pee-smell
to criticize the outgoing Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (SPD—
Social Democratic Party of Germay) for a more conciliatory attitude toward
the GDR—and the communist bloc more generally—through the perhaps un-
likely subject of environmental pollution.”®

Despite the CDU/CSU’s anticommunist stance, East Germans managed to
wrangle concessions from the West Germans in the 1980s. From the perspective
of the East German government, the challenge in sourcing and quantifying the
stench provided deniability. Also, in 1982, the GDR classified all environmental
data, making it illegal to reveal or publish pollution levels in the country. This
policy, combined with the refusal to commit to a polluter-pays principle, meant
that the GDR simply stonewalled West German environmental efforts until the
East Germans got what they wanted. This tactic proved semi-fruitful for the East
Germans, as the GDR faced mounting environmental and financial difficulties in
the 1980s." They coerced the West Germans into compromising on expert-level
dialogue in the German-German negotiations (as opposed to public debates,
as the West Germans desired). And after 1984 or so, the FRG also provided a
range of technological assistance and financial aid to East German industries to
reduce emissions and the related noxious odors wafting into northern Bavaria.®

One of the most striking aspects of the article is the way in which the authors
not only examine German-German relations but also incorporate Czechoslova-
kia into the affair. While the CSSR was diplomatically tied to the GDR through

its fellow status as a Soviet satellite state, it also pursued negotiations with the
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wealthier Western FRG for technology. Conversations about a Czechoslovak-
FRG border commission broke down in the carly 1980s when the FRG insisted
on a clause about the status of West Berlin, a major diplomatic sticking point be-
tween the two Germanys. The CSSR being allied with the GDR refused to agree
to its inclusion.'® Again, like the GDR, Czechoslovakia refused to acknowledge
the extent of its industrial pollution or take responsibility for health problems or
environmental degradation at home or in Bavaria. Still, the FRG and Czechoslo-
vakia remained in contact over transboundary air pollution, with the CSSR asking
for desulfurization technology for lignite coal (sulfur was a major cause of Wald-
sterben, among other concerns). Later the CSSR would change its request from
desulfurization plants to investment in new nuclear power plants.” East German
and Czechoslovak efforts to gain concessions from the West Germans for money
or technology persisted into the late 1980s, and they were not fully resolved when
the communist regimes began to collapse in late 1989. Cleanup efforts continued
into the 1990s, often with German money (to the former CSSR).

From Mrozek and Ol$dkovd’s article, readers gain a sensory understanding
of a complex central European region. Pollution brought together the border
regions of western Czechoslovakia, northern Bavaria, and the southern GDR.
Though divided by militarized Cold War borders, residents in each country
experienced similar stenches and environmental degradation. This entangled
geographic space forced (not always good faith) negotiations to improve con-
ditions. The solutions cost money or concessions that cach side was not neces-
sarily willing or financially able to grant. Implicit in the cat-pee-smell affair are
unequal relationships. The FRG was financially much better off than its com-
munist neighbors. Neither the GDR nor Czechoslovakia was willing to reveal
damning environmental data, even when it hurt their own citizens. Though
not discussed in depth here, the GDR and the CSSR were also engaged in con-
tentious conversations about their own transboundary pollution in the Ore
Mountains and North Bohemia.”® Traced through the history of smell—in an
cra of “deodorization”—the cat-pee-smell affair reveals the visceral, noxious
experience of industrial pollution in a seemingly marginalized borderland far
from each country’s respective seat of power.
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