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1. The Rise of the GDR

After World War II the occupied Germany was divided into four parts by the victorious powers France, Britain, United States and the USSR. But very soon there was a growing gap between the Soviets and the other ones. The west-powers wanted to rebuild Germany and its democracy, but the Soviets did not take part with their sector in East Germany. It was the chance to influence Central Europe with their own political and social system: communism.

The Soviets had made their own rules of compensate the Nazi-terror: They confiscated the whole property of the German state and the Nazi-party, the industry was no longer privately owned and most of the East-German train-system was dismantled. In 1946 many German engineer and other specialists were forced to work in the Soviet Union. The Socialist Unity Party (SED) was founded after SPD and KPD were forced to unite. But in 1947 the dismantling were stopped by Marshal Sokolovski. Because of Berlin was divided,too, there was another conflict between the Soviets and the west-powers concerning the currency reform. On the one hand the west-powers introduced the new German currency, the D-Mark, to West Berlin,too, but on the other hand the Soviets insisted on West-Berlins adaptation to the Eastern currency. So the Soviets block every way for everything to West Berlin. There was no chance for the Americans to keep West Berlin , but to bring food and other important goods into it by airplanes. The Russians did not supply West Berlin, and so the citizens survived by getting supply by American planes, called the “Rosinenbomber”. After eleven month the Berlin-blockade was stopped. In 1949 the Volkskongress accept the constitution of the German Democratic Republic with its capital East Berlin. So the GDR was founded (7th October 1949).

2. History of the GDR and Cold War in Germany

Since 7th October 1949 the GDR was member of the Eastern bloc. The government consisted of the SED party, which was the only party of East Germany. First president became Wilhelm Pieck. The mayor of East Berlin became Friedrich Ebert. On 25th July 1950 Walter Ulbricht had been elected for General Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party and so he was the leader of the  Zentralkomitee of SED. Now Walter Ulbricht was the “first man” of the GDR. The approval of the Oder-Neiße-Line as border between Poland and the GDR was one of his first political acts. In September of 1951 there was the first economic approximation between the GDR and the Federal Republic. The Interzone-trade-agreement allowed trading in the different currency areas of Germany. 

There is a quite good example of the huge discrepancy between the two German states: In 1951 there was the negotiation about the participation in the Olympics with a unite German team. But the East Germans did not accept a team with players from “both Germanys”; so only West Germany took part. 

In 1952 the East-German states  (Brandenburg, Sachsen, Sachsen-Anhalt, Thüringen and Mecklenburg) were dissolved and replaced by 14 new districts. The Volkspolizei, which seemed to be a military unit, was founded. 

2.1.  17thJune 1953 : workers revolt in the GDR

Since 1952 the SED was showing the central point of their political agenda: the passage to socialism. Many people were dissatisfied with the reforms of the SED, for example the raising of the working hours. So on 17th June in the area of the GDR, but especially in East Berlin huge demonstrations were started. Altogether over 300.000 workers in over 250 cities took part and they called for a higher living standard, the resignation of the SED-regime, free, confidential and direct elections, etc.

In the morning approximately 12000 workers started a 27km-march from Henningsdorf in the inner city of Berlin to join the other demonstrating workers. On their way they were joined by many even West Berliner. Even at 9o´clock Russian troops have occupied streets and some buildings; three hours later Russian tanks T34 entered East Berlin and take a stand on the Alexanderplatz, the Potsdamer Platz and even Unter den Linden. Everywhere in Berlin were confrontations between demonstrators and Russian troops. When a demonstrator dropped the red flag from the Brandeburggate, the Russians started to fire. In the evening the resistance of the demonstrators broke down and more than 20000 people were arrested. 29 people were sentenced to death in the following days, most of them were killed by the Russians the same day. 12000 of the arrested people had to go to jail.

On 25th March 1954 the Soviet Union approve the GDR as a sovereign state, which is independent in its political concerns, but the western-forces did not approve the GDR. After the foundation of the NATO one year before, the Warsaw Treaty of Friendship Cooperation and Mutual Assistance with its members Soviet Union, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Albania and the GDR was founded in March 1955. At this point there was a quite visible gap in Europe between the Western-World and the East bloc.

In 1960 there was another conflict concerning Berlin. The GDR had introduced an authorization, which is obligated for all travellers to East Berlin. The reaction of the Federal Republic of Germany was the termination of the Interzone-trade-agreement from 1951. The GDR reacted with a five-day-long stoppage for East-Berlin-visits. After very long and heavy discussions the Interzone-trade-agreement was rebuilt in 1961. 

In the first fifteen years after the foundation of the GDR more than 3 million people emigrated to West Germany, because of the low living-standard ( compared to FRG). So the Russian and German-Democratic government had a new plan to keep their people inside the GDR.

2.2.  The Berlin Wall

On a meeting of the members of the Warsaw Treaty Walter Ulbricht got the permission to cut off the escape route to West Berlin and West Germany. In the morning of 13th August 1961 many groups of the Volkspolizei and Betriebskampfgruppen der DDR started to block the roads to West Berlin with barbed wire. Although the construction of a wall between East- and West-Germany had been planned by the GDR since a long time - and the plan was even known by western secret services under the codename “Operation Chinese Wall” - , the Western powers and West-Germany were very surprised about this development. So the wall was built and only a few checkpoints, which were guarded strongly, remained. The Americans did not see any direct influence to their interests, so they accepted the construction and a member of the State Department even said, that the GDR had done them a favour by stopping the attempts to escape, because West Berlin could not cope with so many refugees.

One year later there was the first incident at the Berlin Wall. Two East-Berlin workers tried to get over the wall. One of them was Peter Fechter. When he started to climb over the wall, the East-German border guards fired and hit Fechter into his lungs and stomach while his friend succeeded in his attempt to escape.  After a short time many demonstrators arrived at the wall. A few policemen from West Germany aimed with their guns to the GDR-border guards. While this happened, Fechter was still lying between the fronts. But nobody tried to help him. The GDR-guards did not move because they were threaten by western policemen and the western policemen did not help, because the Americans had forbidden any support to GDR-refugees. After a while Fechter died and a big demonstration started –even against the American attitude towards the German refugees.

But when J.F.Kennedy travelled to West Berlin on 26th June 1963 America changed its attitude towards the wall, that divided Berlin and separated families, friends and lovers. 

He condemned the wall and encouraged the people of Berlin by talking about the possibility of an approximation between the East and the West.

A week before Christmas in 1963 there was the pass treaty between GDR and FRG, that allowed people at the first time since 1961 to travel from West Berlin to East Berlin. In September 1964 the GDR allowed pensioners to visit their relationship in West Berlin and the FRG. In April 1968 the GDR got a new condition. The first article arranged the leadership of the SED. The condition said that the working class and its party led the socialist state. Although the condition allowed free, confidential and direct elections, the reality was completely different.

Two German teams took part at the Olympics  in Mexico City in 1968  - and the GDR team won more medals as the West Germans did. 

On 19th March 1970 Willy Brandt met the GDR-Ratspräsident Willi Stoph. There was no constructive outcome of the meeting, but there was the fact of an approximation and a plan to meet each other on 21st March in Kassel. But still the GDR neither was approve under international law nor by the West Germans. It was Ulbrichts opinion, that there had to be an approval first and then he could talk to the West Germans constructively.

When Willy Brandt signed the German-Russian nonaggression treaty he had done a huge step for the approximation between the West and the East. Brandt was famous concerning his Ostpolitik. 

On 3rd March 1971 Erich Honecker became the new General Secretary of the Socialist Unity Party. Although Walter Ulbricht was still Staatsratsvorsitzender, Honecker became first man of the state. Two years later, on 1st August 1973 Walter Ulbricht died in East Berlin. 

The west-powers USA, France and Britain approve the GDR because of the inter-German relationship, which became better and better, but West Germany still did not approve the GDR under international law. In September 1973 the FRG and the GDR were included into the United Nation.

Until 1974 there was an East-German spy in West Germany. Günther Guillaume had been infiltrated into West Germany by the Stasi(StaatsSicherheitsdienst). He worked very close to chancellor Brandt. After he had been arrested Willy Brandt resigned his chancellor post. The new chancellor became Helmut Schmidt. He met Erich Honecker in December 1981 for holding talks about the German-German relationship, but again there was no constructive result.

3. The Fall of the GDR

In the last years until 1989 the number of attempts to escape sharply increased. On 11th September 1989 Hungary opened his border to Austria. That was the possibility for more than 15000 GDR-citizens to escape into West-Germany. 6000 people escape into the German Embassies in Prague and Warsaw. They got the permission to travel to West Germany on 1st October 1989. The new USSR leader Michail Gorbatschow urged the GDR to think about reforms on the 40-year-celbration of the GDR. In the following days more than 1.000.000 people demonstrated for democratic reforms and the SPD of the GDR was founded. Erich Honecker resign his post, his successor became Egon Krenz. A few days later the GDR allowed the departure into the FRG  through the Czechoslovakia. At night on 9th November 1989 a huge crowd arrived at Berlin Wall. They stormed the wall, the Volkspolizei had been instructed not to go into action. So the SED-regime opened his border to West Berlin and the GDR officially. Hans Modrow became Prime minister, after that the first article of the GDR-condition was cancelled by the Volkskongreß and other parties (f.e. SDP) were allowed. On 22nd December 1989 the Brandenburg gate was opened for traffic. 

On 1st February 1990 Modrow introduced his three-stage-plan, that regulated the way to a German unity. The first free and direct elections were held on 18th March 1990. The “Alliance for Germany” got a majority and the new elected Volkskammer decided that the GDR joins the FRG. 

This step had been legalized international political at the two-plus-four-meeting between Russia, USA, France, Britain and the two German states. 

Germany became a sovereign and unite state on 3rd October 1990. Hundreds of thousands celebrated this day in Berlin and whole Germany.

This was the end of the 45years of  the post war history of the defeated Germany. After 45 years Germany became sovereign again.

4. Epilogue
The cold war started and ended at the border between the two German states. The “Innerdeutsche Grenzlinie”  was not only a border between two states, it was a border that divided the world into two parts. If there had been an escalation of the conflict, the battle between the Western World and the communism would have took place in Germany. It is very likely that the world and mankind would not have survived such a conflict. And sometimes this escalation was only a tiny piece away.
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I’m sorry for using German sources, but on the Spartacus-site it was  impossible for me  to find enough details for my topic and it is full of  historical mistakes, so I had to translate the really good informations from Harenberg into English. 
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