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In the Fall of 1989 the government of East Germany
experienced a legitimacy crisis. The ruling Socialist Unity
Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands) SED took
power forty years earlier not through popular revolution but
through the workings of the Soviet occupation forces in the
eastern part of Germany. The SED came to power without
popular mandate and was unable to create popular support
during its tenure. Instead, the SED relied on artificial
sources of legitimacy, both internal and external. The
mechanisms that the SED relied on stopped working in 1989
and without support from within the country, or the SED's

benefactor the Soviet Union, the party fell from power.






AUTHOR'S NOTE

All quotes from Der Spiegel, as well as those from the
books by Bahrmann and Links, Marlies Menge, Dietrich Staritz
and Herman Weber are my own translation. I take

responsibility for any errors committed in translating them.






INTRODUCTION

The SED was not a legitimate government in the popular
sense. The party relied on artificial sources of legitimacy
to remain in power. Historically, the SED came to power not
on its own merits, but because of Soviet efforts to place
the party in power. The SED ruled without popular mandate,
relying on the power of an informal social contract,
internal coercion, satisfaction of consumer wants and
implicit Soviet support.

In 1989 the SED suffered a legitimacy crisis. All
mechanisms that the SED relied on to keep it in power
stopped working. The work force was fleeing the country,
the citizenry calling for reform and the Soviets withdrew
their support. 1In addition to these factors, a declining
economy forced the SED to break their end of the social
contract with the East German people. When faced with this
crisis no one in the SED or the opposition was able to
present a workable alternative for the future of the GDR.
This then led to the collapse of the GDR and unification

with the Federal Republic of Germany.



CHAPTER ONE
BACKGROUND

CREATION OF THE GDR

The roots of the East German legitimacy crisis can be
seen in the founding of the GDR itself. A brief look at the
history of the GDR shows that the SED had no historical
claim to power and from the beginning had to resort to
artificial means of attaining legitimacy. At every step of
the way the Soviet Union worked with the German communists
(first with the Communist Party of Germany, KPD, and then
the SED) to set up a government that lacked popular support.
This historical lack of popular legitimacy was in part
responsible for the crisis that occurred in 1989.
ZONES OF OCCUPATION

The German Democratic Republic came into being not so
much due to Soviet aspirations for a separate German state,
but out of circumstance. Most important to this was the
Potsdam Conference of July 1945. Here it was decided that
Germany would be treated as a whole economically, but each
of the Four Powers (U.S., France, Great Britain, Soviet
Union) would be otherwise sovereign in its zone of

occupation.



Each power was then free to transplant its own social
and political system into its zone. Because of differences
in ideology between East and West this fact proved to be
very significant. Dietrich Staritz writes:

Both sides had, in their zones of occupation,

forced or tolerated structural decisions that

reduced very early on the chances of a uniform

development of postwar Germany. (Staritz 1985:17)

To this effect the Soviets established eleven "Central
Administrations" within their zone by the end of 1945.
These administrations later became government ministries.

Sovereign in its zone, the occupying power could fill
administration posts with people it trusted. In the Soviet
Zone of Occupation (SBZ) this role was taken by the KPD.
Members of the KPD had opposed the Nazis during the war and
had some popular support. In addition to this they were the
best organized and had been schooled in the Soviet Union.

No political group in the SBZ was as well equipped to
assume power as was the KPD. Walter Ulbricht summed it up,
saying:

'Our advantage consisted of the fact that we were

well prepared. We had worked out all the details,

including organization of the administrations down

to questions of organization of cultural life.'

(quoted in Weber 1988:14)
The Soviets then worked to put the KPD into power. When a
city magistrate was set up in Berlin, for example, eight of

the sixteen posts were filled by KPD members (Weber

1988:16). This trend continued throughout the entire SBZ.



To allay allied fears of communist take over, the
Soviets did give political posts to non-communists. They at
least wanted the appearance of political pluralism.
Wolfgang Leonhard, of the "Gruppe Ulbricht", recalls:

'We were supposed to set up precinct administrations

in Berlin and pick the proper anti-fascists to fill

them...The communists weren't supposed to f£ill more

than one third of the posts, so that when the Western

Allies came to Berlin our administrations would be

approved. It had to look democratic, but we had to
have everything in our hands.'

(quoted in Weber 1988:15)

Under a veil of pluralism then, the Soviets, working with
the communists, formed the basic structure of the SBZ; a

structure quite different from and incompatible with the

three Western zones.

PARTIES

In June of 1945 the Soviets allowed political parties
to re-organize. In this respect the Soviets beat out the
allies, which were rebuilding the system from the bottom up.
The Soviet Military Administration in Germany (SMAD) allowed
parties to form that had as their goals the:

destruction of the last remnants of fascism and

the strengthening of the basis for democracy and

civil freedoms in Germany and the development of

the initiative and involvement of the masses in

this direction. (Weber 1988:16-17)
Under this directive the SMAD licensed four parties. The
Communist Party of Germany (Kommunistische Partei
Deutschlands), the Christian Democratic Union (Christliche

Demokratische Union), the Social Democratic Party

(Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands), and the Liberal



Democratic Party of Germany (Liberaldemokratische Partei
Deutschlands).

The parties did not stay independent for very long.
In July 1945 the four parties united in the "United Front of
Anti-fascist Democratic Parties." Again, with the help of

the Soviets, the KPD assumed primacy within the Front.

THE SED

The largest threat to communist power in the SBZ was
the other socialist party, the SPD. To get rid of this
threat the KPD set out on a campaign to unite the SPD with
the KPD, and in this manner gain control of it. SPD members
who spoke out against this forced marriage were arrested or

otherwise silenced by the SMAD.

Most of the SPD rank and file was against uniting with
the KPD. A March 1946 vote in the three Western zones (the
Soviets had not allowed the vote in the SBZ) showed 82% of
the SPD membership voting against the merger, with almost a
quarter voting against any kind of cooperation with the
communists (Weber 1988:27). Despite this rejection in the
West, an SPD party congress meeting in Berlin that April
voted unanimously for the merger, to form the SED. The
joining of SPD and KPD greatly strengthened the communists
by eliminating their strongest competitor. The SED was now
the largest party in the SBZ, with about 2 million members

by 1948 (Staritz 1985:63).



PEOPLES' CONGRESS MOVEMENT

With the SPD out of the way the newly formed SED set
out to consolidate its hold on power. A "Peoples' Congress"
movement was initiated by the Front parties to gain an air
of legitimacy through mass participation in the political
process. The real goal of this "movement" was not political
cooperation among the parties, but the creation of an SED-
led mass movement (Staritz 1985:14). The "Peoples'
Congress" movement was not allowed in the Western zones;
another sign of the growing political divisions.

In October 1946 elections were held for the provincial
parliaments of the SBZ. The SED garnered only 47.5% of the
vote and in Greater Berlin, where the SPD was also allowed
to run, only 19.8% (Weber 1988:10). Despite its lack of
national mandate the SED set out to control the state
apparatus. Four of the five provincial governors were SED
members and in all five provinces the Ministers of Culture
and Education were from the SED (Weber 1988:36). By 1948
44% of those involved in the administration of the SBZ were
SED members (Staritz 1985:55). Thus even before the
establishment of an East German state the SED was firmly in
control of political life (through its leadership of the
"Democratic Front") and controlled the bureaucracy as well.

With the elections for the Third Peoples' Congress,
held on the 15th and 16th of May, 1949, the SED completed
its lock on power. By emphasizing a "national emergency"

(currency reform in the Western zones) as an excuse for



strict political unity, only a single list of candidates was
drawn up. The SED received 25% of the candidates, the CDU
and LDPD each 15%. Two new parties, the National Democratic
Party of Germany (Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands)
NDPD, and the German Farmers' Party (Deutsche Bauern Partei)
DBP, received together 15%, Unions 10% and other "mass
organizations" 20% (Staritz 1985:23). Because the SED
effectively controlled the NPD and the DBP, in addition to
the fact that most union members also belonged to the SED,
the LDP and the CDU could do little with their 30%. They
were blocked from power..

The voting itself was very simple. On the ballot was a
simple statement: "I am for the unity of Germany and a just
peace treaty. For this reason I vote for the following list
of candidates for the Third German Peoples' Congress."

There were two circles, one for "yes" and one for "no."
Still only 66% voted yes, with over a third voting against
the unified bloc (Staritz 1985:23-24). With this as their
mandate, the SED set up the Congress.

THE GDR

The Congress selected an SED-led peoples' council as
the ruling body and first met on 29 May 1949. 1In October
the council proclaimed the German Democratic Republic and
named itself the provisional government. The Congress was
re-named the parliament, the highest organ of the state.

The constitution was one the SED had been working on since

1946 and was based largely on the Weimar constitution.



The "Central Administrations" were turned into
ministries, and powers previously held by the provinces were
transferred to the new central government. For itself the
SED reserved the ministries of Interior, Planning, Industry,
Education and Justice (Staritz 1985:34). Out of the
Interior Ministry, was created the Ministry for State
Security (Stasi), which was designed to watch and control
political activity. The Stasi was responsible to the
politburo of the SED and not the government.

Under the SED the GDR ran on the principle of
"Democratic Centralism." It:

required of all subordinate party bodies, those

of the provinces (later districts), counties, cities,

communities, ministries, administrations or work

places to recognize as binding all orders from

their immediate superior body:; it bound every party

member to strict party discipline, required of any

possible minorities subordination to the majority

and banned the formation of factions within the

party that might want to present alternative political

ideas. (Staritz 1985:53)

Oon the surface the GDR appeared to be a multi-party
democracy. However, "Democratic Centralism" ruled out any
true political discourse.

PURGES

To assure the loyalty of party membership a series of
purges was carried out in early 1951. Every party member
was required to appear before a board and prove his or her

loyalty to the GDR and the Soviet Union. Those who could

not had their party books taken from them. In this manner



the SED was able to remove 151,000 people from its ranks,
with another 30,000 leaving on their own (Staritz 1985:62) .

By mid-1951 party membership had dropped from about 2
million (1948) to about 1.2 million. But it was a different
party. All questionable or passive members had been weeded
out and what was left was a disciplined, loyal core.

At the same time, the SED cleaned house in the CDU and
LDPD as well. Membership in both of these parties dropped
dramatically. The SED was left as the dominant political
force in the GDR. The other parties had been purged of all
independent thinkers and the last remnants of social
democracy had been removed from the SED.

LEGITIMACY

After looking at the establishment of the German
Democratic Republic a look at the legitimacy of the
government is needed.

First, the concept of legitimacy itself needs to be
defined. Political legitimacy can be seen as the right to
issue and enforce commands that cannot be countermanded, and
a monopoly on the power to do so. There is another aspect
to legitimécy as well. This second aspect has to do with
the consent of the governed, and will be used as a criterion
for judging the legitimacy of the SED. Popular legitimacy
is based on an interactive relationship between state and
people. This interaction, where citizens are able to
influence governmental decisions, is what lends legitimacy

to a regime. People obey a legitimate government because



they feel that the government has a right to rule, not out
of fear. Coercion does not legitimate a government, but
makes the populace obey out Sf fear of reprisal.

In the GDR, the SED ruled unopposed. SED members
comprised only 12% of the population, yet the party
controlled all government ministries, unions, youth
organizations and the media, as well as the armed forces.
The best career and educational opportunities were open
first to SED members. The party was not accountable to the
public will and was guaranteed power in the 1968
constitution. Did the SED constitute a legitimate
government? For a time, yes. During the 1950's and 1960's
the SED's promises of employment and housing held, and the
party enjoyed some level of popular support. Economic
problems however, made it impossible for the SED to honor
its part of the bargain past the late 1970's. After this
peint popular support (and for the purposes of this paper,
legitimacy) began to wane. When mechanisms designed to
create artificial legitimacy (that is, legitimacy without
consent) failed, the government collapsed. -

The SED sought to legitimate itself with several
different mechanisms. Internally, the party emphasized the
history of communist activity in Germany, controlled the
presentation of history itsglf, encouraged mass
participation in the electoral process and promised

satisfaction of consumer wants. Externally, the SED sought
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CHAPTER TWO
INTERNAL FACTORS

BREAKDOWN OF LEGITIMATING MECHANISMS

Without a popular base for povwer, the SED relied on
artificial means of acquiring legitimacy. In the late
1980's these mechanisms began to break down. During the
course of the fall of 1989 the SED experienced a legitimacy
crisis, where all mechanisms failed and the peoples' passive
support of the regime turned into open hostility. This
crisis of legitimacy not only led to the SED's fall from
power, but due to the inability of any other political force
to £fill the ensuing power vacuum, opened the way for
unification with the Federal Republic.

One of the most important measures taken by the SED to
assure passive support for the party was a form of social
contract between SED and people. The people would forgo
such things as political freedom and luxury goods in
exchange for employment and educational opportunities, along
with affordable food and housing. This plan worked for
about thirty years, with the GDR having a high standard of
living by Eastern Bloc standards. Economic problems
starting in the late 1970's made it increasingly difficult

for the SED to fulfill its part of the bargain.

ECONOMIC FAILURE

East Germany was losing its place in the global market.
This was due largely to the decline in quality of most East

German industrial products. The East German share of total
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industrial exports to the OECD countries fell from 3.9% in
1973 to only 0.9% in 1986 (Der Spiegel 41/1989:27). The
only way the country could maintain a balance of trade
surplus would be to cut imports; which were reduced between
1981 and 1987 by about $1.25 billion dollars (Der Spiegel
41/1989:27).

As the unhappiness rose, even workers, who had been
quiet since the 1953 uprising, started to ask questions of
their government. In 1988, for example, the entire shift of
a coal-fired power plant sent an open letter to the
government questioning the rosy piéture portrayed in the SED
daily paper Neues Deutschland. They noticed that stores
were frequently out of such basics as meat, dairy products,
fruits and vegetables, even as the media praised the
successful completion of social and economic plans.

The workers went on to question the government's
pricing policy. If, as the government claimed, new products
were being produced with higher productivity than old ones,
why were the prices going up, not down, the workers wanted
to know. In the end they answered their own question by
noting that the economic system did not reward increased
worker productivity and fostered waste and inefficiency (Der
Spiegel 51/1988:26-27). The government's efforts at buying
the loyalty, or at least complacency, of the population were

failing as the economy declined.
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FATILURE OF SOCIALIZATION

The SED's cultural and educational policies were
failing as well. The party had tried to construct a
positive identification between the East German people and
their state. An example of this policy is the SED-
instituted secular confirmation, or Jugendweihe. It was
designed to replace religious confirmation and evoke strong
loyalty to party and state at a young age. But SED efforts
failed. Nearly half a century after the founding of the
East German state the SED still was unable to establish a
strong relationship between the East German citizenry and
their state.

The problem of identification could be seen more than
ten years prior to the breakdown of SED legitimacy. To
coincide with the thirtieth anniversary of the GDR, the West
German news magazine Der Spiegel conducted an informal poll
of East Germans. Of those polled 75% considered themselves
German rather than East German. Furthermore, the data
showed 50% of the people outright opposed to the SED regime,
with only 20% backing the party (cited in Terry 1984:51).

To coincide with the official state celebration of the
fortieth anniversary of the GDR, Baerbel Bohley and other
members of the East German opposition presented their own
retrospective, entitled "Urkunde-Vierzig Jahre." 1In it they
documented the thoughts and feelings of alienation expressed
by many East German citizens. The authors asked people what

the anniversary meant to them.















along with access to the media and its own press. For these
reasons the opposition came to be centered within the
Church. Its history of "critical distance" from the regime
lent it legitimacy that governmental organizations lacked.

Throughout the 1980's the peace movement continued
under the wing of the Church. Peace conferences and special
educational synods were held, drawing thousands of people
from the entire country. Still the government turned a
blind eye, calling those involved such as Pastor Rainer
Eppelmann or artist Baerbel Bohley a "tiny group of
individuals who represent nothing and nobody" (Woods
1985:42). As the movement evolved it began to address
environmental and human rights concerns as well. In 1989,
opposition groups took the step out from under the Church's
wing.

FALL 1989 .

In response to the drama of people fleeing through
Hungary and climbing embassy walls in Prague, weekly "Peace
Services" were initiated in the Nikolaikirche of Leipzig and
other East German cities. People who were attending these
services had chosen to stay in the GDR and wanted to effect
change from within. After conclusion of the services, those
attending in Leipzig would then march around the inner city.

The number of people marching in Leipzig grew rapidly.
Oon 16 October it was 120,000. A week later on the 23rd it
was 300,000 people marching (Hanhardt 1990:14). The

movement spread rapidly throughout the entire German
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Democratic Republic. A list of demonstrations from 30
October shows how many people were taking to the streets in
protest of continued SED rule. In Leipzig there were
200,000 people, in Halle 50,000, in Schwerin 40,000, in
Karl-Marx-sStadt 20,000, in Poessneck 5,000, and lastly in
Cottbus there were 2,000 people marching through the streets
(Bahrmann and Links 1990:65-66). The movement peaked with
the largest protest in East German history on 4 November
with over 500,000 people demonstrating in the East German
capital, Berlin.

The cry of the protest movement was "Wir sind das Volk"
(We are the people). The SED claimed to rule in the name of
the people, but the size of the demonstrations showed that
many felt otherwise. The time for passive loyalty and
complacency was gone. This large, vocal movement showed
that the SED did not enjoy popular support, and that other
means of attaining legitimacy were not working.

During the Fall, new political groups formed outside of
the Church. At the fore of the protest movement was the
group Neues Forum. Rolf Heinrich, a co-founder of Neues
Forum, described its work as being under the level of
political parties. The goal of Neues Forum was to open up a
dialogue where all could participate and voice their
thoughts on the remaking of the GDR (Bahrmann and Links
1990:56) .

The SPD re-formed after a 43-year absence in October of

1989. It listed as its goals de-monopolization of power,
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democratization of the state, separation of state and
society, and the construction of an "ecologically oriented
social democracy" (Bahrmann and Links 1990:11). Tying these
and other newly formed groups together was the desire to
remain in the GDR and to work toward a common future. The
people involved had made a conscious decision to remain in
the GDR and did not want unification.

This feeling was expressed by Neues Forum co-founder
Baerbel Bohley in an October 1989 interview with Der
Spiegel. When asked about the aims of Neues Forum, she
replied:

'We want...to open up a dialog between people of all

social strata.

We want the situation in the GDR to change: open

borders, yes; freedom to travel, yes; but unification,

no.' (Der Spiegel 40/1989:26-27)
She added that their goal was to provide a structure where
all could meaningfully participate in the political process.
This would be the cornerstone of a new legitimate
government.

In a country known for its brutal retaliation against
vocal protesters why was this movement allowed to grow so
large? Essentially two things happened. First, Soviet
President Gorbachev let it be known at the fortieth
anniversary celebration that Soviet troops would not back
the SED. Secondly, after NVA (National Peoples' Army) and
Stasi troops backed down from a potential confrontation on 9

October, it was clear to the people that neither the Red

Army nor their own security forces would move against them.
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on 18 October 1989, 300,000 people marched in Leipzig and
the very next day over 1000 people left the country through
Hungary (Qer Spiegel 43/1989:23). Krenz's offers to talk
did little to affect the masses:

The SED campaign for dialog has yet to bring one

citizen from the streets. Exactly opposite: The

number of demonstrators and marches is climbing
despite all claims of government willingness to

talk and openness. (Der Spiegel 44/1989:23)

The protestors wanted actions, not words. Despite SED
offers to talk, nothing had yet to come about.

From the SED perspective Krenz could only remain in
power if he brought the masses in off of the streets. Those
demonstrating however, would only go home if they felt that
their efforts had not been in vain. But what could Krenz
do? His field of actions was limited by the fact that if he
moved too hard and too fast against party authority, the
party would remove him from power. As far as the masses
were concerned, Krenz had only a little room to manoeuvre.
One East German economist noted "that Krenz cannot even
pledge to improve the supply of consumer goods. There is no
material base for it" (Der Spiegel 43/1989:21).

In a last ditch effort to save party and power Egon
Krenz opened the inter-German border and Berlin Wall on 9
November. This move did not have the desired effect.

People were still demonstrating, and now a new element was
added. By the end of November signs at demonstrations began

reading "Wir sind ein Volk" (We are one people). The

political landscape in the GDR had changed. It was filled



























34

CONCILUSION

The SED came to power not by means of popular mandate,
but with the help of the Soviets. Lacking popular
legitimacy from the outset, the party tried to create
loyalty to the newly created German Democratic Republic
using artificial means, such as the Jugendweihe. In order
to keep the populace complacent, a social contract between
people and stated was relied upon.

By 1989 it was clear that the SED's attempts to gain
the loyalty and support of the populace had failed. Many
were alienated from their state and economic difficulties
forced the SED to break the social contract. Complacency
turned into frustration and when given the chance to leave
the country thousands did. East Germany's economy was
slipping and the flight of so many workers over the
Hungarian border threatened to make matters worse.

Compounding the SED's internal problems, was the Soviet
retreat from Eastern Europe. With all internal legitimating
mechanisms breaking down, the SED needed the Soviets to
remain in power. Soviet President Gorbachev had denounced
the "Brezhnev Doctrine" however and had spoken out against
any foreign involvement in é nation's domestic affairs.
This included Soviet involvement in East Germany's

predicament.



What all of this amounted to was a complete loss of
legitimacy for the SED. An illegitimate government needs
artificial supports to keep it in place, and the SED was
bankrupt. Without any internal or external support the SED
could no longer remain in power. As the SED fell, no other
force in the GDR was able to step in to take the party's
place. Opposition groups had popular support, but no
political program or apparatus. West German parties were
then able to step into the political vacuum and clear the

way for unification with the Federal Republic.
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