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Semantic Strategies of Inclusion 
and Exclusion in the 

German Democratic Republic 
(1949-1989) 
RALPH JESSEN 

I Introduction 

In the German Democratic Republic, as in all dictatorships, polit-
ical jokes flourished. Today, the websites of GDR nostalgics still 
display lovingly cultivated collections of this extinct variant of 
German humour. A curious visitor to such websites would cer-
tainly find one of the best-known GDR jokes, typically cast as a 
rhetorical question: 'Question: the Russians used to be our 
"friends", after that our "brothers and sisters". Why? Answer: you 
can't choose your brothers and sisters.' 

This fictitious dialogue brings us directly to the subject of this 
essay. The joke deals with the content as well as the form of rhet-
orical strategies of inclusion and exclusion endemic in the GDR. It 
alludes to official metaphors which defined affiliation--in this case, 
the country's membership in the socialist bloc. At the same time, 
it veils the compulsory character of this affiliation. Indirectly, it also 
indicates the integrative and exclusive impact which the canonized 
terminology had on the people of the GDR: only those who 
adopted the current phrases were considered to be good GDR cit-
izens. Those who refused to do so excluded themselves. Moreover, 
the joke demonstrates the limits of the imposition of a particular 
language by politically motivated pressure. The point of the joke 
quoted above is, of course, to show that voluntary action is a 
central criterion for defining one's friends. Many GDR citizens 
used to have a rather negative image of 'the Russians' and had 
profound mental reservations about the official ideology of friend-
ship. By joking about the official semantics of friendship and 
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brotherliness they expressed their distance from the propaganda 
and thus demonstrated the limits of its effectiveness. 1 

This essay discusses the ways in which the official propaganda 
of the GDR's ruling Socialist Unity Party, the SED, defined rela-
tions of inclusion and exclusion. Recent debates on cultural 
history have emphasized the importance of inclusion and exclu-
sion processes and the distinction between 'own' and 'other' in 
concepts of collective identity. Internal integration by way of 
delimitation towards the outside world is a classical pattern for 
establishing coherence and concepts of solidarity within 'commu-
nities'. 2 This is true for social classes and religious communities 
as well as for inhabitants of different city quarters, but recently it 
has, above all, been related to the development of ethnic and 
national concepts of membership. Since Benedict Anderson 
described nations as 'imagined communities', the process of estab-
lishing, propagating, and transferring collective self-images and 
counter-images of the 'self and the 'other' has been considered 
to be constitutive for national communities. 3 

What concepts of inclusion and exclusion were conveyed by 
the GDR's official propaganda? What kind of communities did it 
define? What was the relationship between concepts of inclusion 
and the legitimacy of power? And how did the form of official and 
public communication influence definitions of affiliation and dif-
ference? In dealing with these questions I will focus on the Walter 
Ulbricht era, that is, the first two decades of the GDR's existence, 
while the peculiarities of the 1970s and 1980s will be touched upon 
only briefly. There is, however, no doubt that the SED's basic 
problems of legitimacy, which its policies of inclusion were 
intended to overcome, remained the same during the forty years 
of the GDR's existence. Enduring problems of legitimacy were 
created by the division of Germany, the reinterpretation of the 

1 Jan C. Behrends, 'Soajetische "Freunde" und fremde "Russen": Deutsch-Soajetische 
Freundschaft zwischen Ideologie und Alltag (1949-1990)', in id., Thomas Lindenberger, 
and Patrice G. Poutrus (eds.), Frerrule und Fremd-Sein in der DDR· Zu historisclum Ursaclum der 
Fremdenfeindlichkeit in Ostdeutschkuui (Berlin, 2003), 75-g8. For general comments on the cat-
egories of kinship and friendship see Peter Schuster et al., 'Freundschaft und Verwandtschaft 
als Gegenstand interdisziplinarer Forschung: Einleitung zum Themenschwerpunkt', so;doler 
sinn: Zdtschrift.fiir hermeneutische Sozia!forschung, 1 (2003), 3-20. 

2 See Jan Assmann, Das kulturelk Gedachtnis: Schrifi, Erinnerung und politische Identiliit in.friihen 
Hochkulturen (Munich, 1992), 145-;. 

3 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Refiectwns on the Origins and Spread of National.ism 
(2nd edn. London, 1991). 
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formerly hostile Soviet Union as a country of friends and brothers, 
the relationship with the National Socialist past, and the forced 
restructuring of East German society. All these challenges made it 
necessary basically to redefine the borderlines between citizens 
and outcasts at various levels. Only if the SED succeeded in con-
veying a credible interpretation of these circumstances to the pop-
ulation of the GDR, one which would serve as a focal point for a 
proper 'GDR identity', could the party hope to minimize its 
chronic deficit of legitimacy. 

This essay will deal with two aspects of these problems. First, it 
will explore a set of typical propaganda strategies and their alleged 
impact on patterns of inclusion and exclusion in East German 
society. I will interpret these semantic strategies as constituent 
parts of a master narrative which invented the GDR as an im-
agined community. Four recurrent strategies will be highlighted. 
(1) The temporalization of concepts of inclusion and exclusion inte-
grated the GDR and its citizens into a specific narrative of history 
and future. (2) A strategy of territorialization defined inclusion with 
regard to spatial categories, and these, in turn, were enriched with 
political qualities. (3) Strategies of scandalization were employed to 
identify and stigmatize political enemies. (4) A rhetoric of homogen-
ization was used to characterize East German society as a funda-
mentally harmonious society. In the second part of the essay I will 
turn to the specificfomzs and structures of public communication 
in the GDR. In particular, I shall discuss how the extreme stan-
dardization and ritualization of official political language in the 
GDR helped to sustain, or disrupt, the aforementioned processes 
of inclusion and exclusion. 

II Four Semantic Strategies 

1. T emporalization 
One of the SED's first propaganda devices constituted the GDR 
as an integral whole by placing its population in a specific relation 
to past experiences and expectations of the future. It is this strat-
egy which, adapting a term coined by Reinhart Koselleck, I 
propose to call the 'temporalization' of belonging. 4 Even if this 

4 See Reinhart Koselleck, Futures PasL· On the Semantics ef Historical Time (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1985), esp. the essay '"Space of Experience" and "Horizon of Expectation": Two 
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message was, in principle, directed towards all GDR citizens, its 
main addressee was GDR youth as 'heir' to the past and represen-
tative of the future. The message was spread not only by propa-
ganda, but also through the official historiography which 
established itself from the late 1940s onwards.5 

The offer of 'temporal' identification was based mainly on two 
arguments: one distinguishing between 'good' and 'bad' strands 
in the German past; the other directing attention towards a future 
Communist utopia. With regard to the German past, SED propa-
ganda and historiography put forward the concept of two com-
peting paths in German history, one of which-the path of 
reaction-had resulted in imperialism and fascism as the ultimate 
stages of the capitalist order, while the other--the path of 
progress-had led to the founding of the GDR. The GDR gained 
its particular legitimacy within the second, 'progressive' strand of 
German history as the apogee of an 'anti-fascist' recent past. 
The Communist definition of 'fascism' had been canonized 
in the 1930s by the Comintern, the Moscow-led Communist 
International, and since then capitalist class interests and the anti-
Communist blindness of the Weimar elites had been held exclu-
sively responsible for National Socialism. As the power of these 
groups had been irrevocably broken in the GDR, the anti-fascist 
foundation myth assigned a status of collective innocence to 
the majority of the East German people. 6 The counterpart to this 

Historical Categories', ibid. 267-88. Cf. also Lucian Holscher, Weltgericht oder Revolution: 
Protestanti.sche und sozialisti.sche <,ukurif/svorstellungen im deutschen Kaiserreich (Stuttgart, 1989). This 
book deals with similar processes of identity construction by strategies of temporalization. 

5 Recent surveys of GDR historiography: George G. Iggers et al. (eds.}, Die DDR-
Geschichtswissenschqfi als Forschungsproblem, Historische Zeitschrift, NS 27 (1998); Joachim 
Kappner, Erstarrte Geschichte: Faschismus und Holocaust im Spiegel der Geschichtswissenschefl und 
Geschichtspropoganda der DDR (Hamburg, 1999); Martin Sabrow, Das Diktat des Konsenses: 
Geschichtswissenscha.fl in der DDR 194g-1969 (Munich, 2001); id. (ed.), Verwaltete Vergangenheit: 
Geschichtskultur und Herrscha.flslegitimation in der DDR, Geschichtswissenschaft und 
Geschichtskultur im 20.Jahrhundert, 1 (Leipzig, 1997); id. (ed.), Geschichte als Herrschqftsdiskurs: 
Der Umgang mit der Vergangenheit in der DDR (Cologne, 2000). 

6 For this aspect see Manfred Agethen et al. (eds.), Der missbrauchte Antifaschismus: DDR-
Staatsdoktrin und Lebensliige der deutschen Iinken (Freiburg, 2002); Christiane Brenner, 'Die my-
thische Qualitat des Antifaschismus: Ein Geschichtsmythos und seine Wirkungsgeschichte', 
in Clemens Friedrich and Birgit Menzel (eds.), Osteuropa im Umbruch: Alte und neue Mythen 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1994), 169-82; Antonia Grunenberg, Antifaschismus-ein deutscher Mythos 
(Reinbek bei Hamburg, 1993); Michael Lemke, 'lnstrumentalisierter Antifaschismus und 
SED-Kampagnenpolitik irn deutschen Sonderkonflikt 1960-1968', inJiirgen Danyel (ed.), 
Die geteilte V ergangenheiL· <,um Umgang mit Nationalso1::.ialismus und Widerstand in beiden deutschen 
Staaten (Berlin, 1995), 61-86;Jeffrey Herf, <,weierlei Erinnerung: DieNS-Vergangenheit imgeteilten 
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narrative of the past was the projection of a future in which the 
East German population and, above all, its youth were depicted 
as those who would realize a Communist utopia. The propaganda 
of the 1950s in particular constantly evoked new variants of 
eschatological expectations. A few typical catchphrases may serve 
as an illustration: 'Socialism and Communism-the future of 
mankind'; 'Risen from the ruins and turned towards the future'; 
'Country of freedom, happiness, justice'; 'Our youth has a great 
and wonderful goal. Nobody is allowed to exclude themselves 
... Everybody belongs to the big socialist family.' 7 The official 
narratives of the past and the future thus defined the population 
of the GDR as a community of destiny and expectation. 

One remarkable fact concerning these intertwined narratives 
of the past and the future is that they defined inclusion and exclu-
sion not by particularist assumptions, but by universalist ones. The 
narrative of anti-fascism explicitly located the causes of National 
Socialism in the universal tendencies of capitalist and imperialist 
power, not in the supposed peculiarities of German history.8 This 
justified the dictatorship of the Communist Party as the radical 
anti-capitalist alternative and relieved East Germany's population 
from its responsibility for the past, as long as it followed the path 
of Communism. The attractiveness of this interpretation hinged 
on the fact that all responsibility for the Nazi past was shifted onto 
a clearly defined social group which, after socialism had taken 
root in the GDR, would be found only in West Germany. The 
universalist vision of Communism connected the East Germans 
with the transnational camp of progress and with the future of 
mankind in general, while 'imperialism' was depicted as produc-
ing a society without a future. 

Even if the SED's narratives of the past and the future fol-
lowed a teleological conception of history, the related concept 
of inclusion was not restricted to mere passive membership, but 

Deutschland (Berlin, 1998); Ulrich Herbert and Olaf Groehler, ,?,wderlei Bewlil/igtmg: Vier Beitriige 
iiber den Umgar,g mit der }IS-Vergar,genheit in beiden deutschen St,aa/,en (Hamburg, 1992). 

7 All quotations from the book Weltall Erde Mensch: Ein Sammelwerk ;;ur Entwicklungs-
geschichte von Xatur und Gesellschqft (8th edn. Berlin, 1959), 387, 400, and 408. During the 
1950s and 1960s every East German teenager received this propaganda book when attend-
ing the Jugendweihe ceremony at the age of 14 or 15. 

8 Cf. Rainer M. Lepsius, 'Das Erbe des Nationalsozialismus und die politische Kultur 
der Nachfolgestaaten des "GroBdeutschen Reiches"', in Max Haller et al. (eds.), Kultur und 
Gesellschqft: Verhandlungen des 24. Deutschen So;;iologentages (Frankfurt, 1989), 24j"""64. 
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connected with constant appeals for active participation. The 
gloomy doctrines of the past were regarded as 'heritage' and 
'legacy', and the alluring Communist future as a 'mission' to be 
carried out by all members of the socialist society. For the GDR 
citizens, membership in the socialist community of destiny and 
expectation was not available free of charge. The price was loyalty 
and collaboration. 

2. T erritorialization 
In the years of the GDR's foundation and consolidation, the 
nation-state was still the dominant concept of collective inclusion. 
The model of the nation-state was widely accepted by the whole 
German population, in West as well as East Germany. This 
implied a double challenge for the SED's politics of identity. On 
the one hand, the model of a national community contradicted 
the concept that the GDR and its citizens should be part of a uni-
versal community of Communist values which reached beyond 
all national borders. On the other hand, it was obvious that the 
power of the SEO extended only to a relatively small part of the 
German nation. With reference to Charles Maier's reflections on 
territoriality, it is plausible to point out that, in the case of the 
GDR, the territorial area of political rule (decision space) was not 
congruent with the area of belonging (identity space).9 

Since territoriality conveys stable relations of inclusion only 
when decision space and identity space are congruent, political 
propaganda had to attempt to reconcile this contradiction. 
Roughly speaking, two phases of these efforts can be distin-
guished. During the 1950s, in the first decade after the foundation 
of the GDR, the SED entered into an aggressive competition on 
the question of which of the two German states was the 'true' rep-
resentative of the German nation. The SED's propaganda tried to 
use the identification resource of the nation to legitimize the 
GDR. The official language policy put this into effect by using the 
attribute 'national' in an inflationary way. The label 'nation' was 
applied to all kinds of organizations, events, and campaigns: 

9 'Territory ... assures a stable sense of community only when "identity space"-the 
unit that provides the geography of allegiance-is congruent with "decision space"-the 
turf that seems to assure physical, economic, and cultural security.' Charles S. Maier, 
'Consigning the Twentieth Century to History: Alternative Narratives for the Modern 
Era', American Historical Review, 105 (2000), 801 31, at 816. 
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National People's Army, National Reconstruction Organization, 
National Front, National Culture-the list of examples could 
easily be extended. At the same time, the national rhetoric was 
connected to a selective concept of national history that only 
accepted the so-called 'good', revolutionary, progressive, or 
humanistic traditions of German history as truly 'national' prop-
erties. In this way, it was possible to combine inclusive criteria 
which were universalist as well as particularist (national). 

In spite of this reinvention of German national history, 10 the 
semantics of the nation still referred to 'the whole of Germany' in 
the East and the West. The area of national rhetoric included 
friend and enemy, own and 'other'. In this constellation, exclusion 
and inclusion could only be achieved by excluding the 'others' from 
the imagined collective of the nation. It is not by chance that 
images of the enemy were sharp as long as the SED leaders 
adhered to the concept of a unitary nation in this cold civil war. 
The 'Adenauer gang' in Bonn was repeatedly reproached with 
national 'betrayal', 'splitting the nation', 'mental Marshallization', 11 

and collaborating with the 'Anglo-American imperialists'. 12 

The GDR's claim to represent the whole of the German people 
was at no time very credible, although Socialist Party leader 
Ulbricht used the concept of a unitary German nation even after 
the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961. To reconcile the GDR 
identity and the traditional concept of national identity by re-
inventing national history and stigmatizing the political enemies in 
the West as enemies of the nation had, of course, been attempted 
and failed long before. It was not until the mid-197os that 
Ulbricht's successor, Erich Honecker, drew conclusions from this 
failure and gave up the concept of a unitary German nation. 
Instead, the GDR was now presented as its own nation, as 
opposed to the Federal Republic as a nation. From one day to the 
next, all references to 'Germany' as a whole were banned from 
public language. 13 The German Television Channel became the 
Television of the GDR and the East German 'national' anthem 

lO Aleida Assmann and Ute Frevert, Geschichtsvergessenlzeit. Geschichtsversessenheit: Vom 
Umgang mit deutschen Vergangenlzeiten nach 1945 (Stuttgart, 1999), 175. 

11 Referring to the famous Marshall Plan, i.e. the European Recovery Programme. 
12 Examples can be found in Assmann and Frevert, Geschichtsvergessenlzeit. Geschichts-

versessenheit, 178-g. 
13 Cf. Barbara Marzahn, Der Deutschlandbegriff der DDR: Dargest.ellt vornehmlu:h an der Sprache 

des NEUEN DEUTSCHIAND (Diisseldorf, 1979). 
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with its reference to 'Germany, united fatherland' was no longer 
sung. East German linguists even went so far as to argue that the 
German language had split into two distinct national languages. 14 

From the aspect of semantic inclusion and exclusion strategies, 
the identification areas of state and nation were finally unified, 
and the congruence of decision space and identity space (Maier) 
was restored. The fact that this offer of identification failed to 
reach the hearts of the East German people is a different story. 

3. Scandalization 
The distinction between own and 'alien', alongside that between 
'good' and 'bad', constituted a third variation of the official East 
German linguistic policy of inclusion. East German society was 
to be praised as a 'good' society by stigmatizing and excluding 
internal and external enemies as morally inferior, or even crimi-
nal. To this end, the SED leadership frequently used the propa-
ganda device of the enacted scandal. 15 The peculiarity of political 
scandals is that the infringement of rules by political actors is 
made a public issue and thus evokes a storm of indignation from 
the general public. Mass media play a key role in this context. 
Political scandals deal with the moral order of a society. In some 
respects, they are embodiments of the 'moral economy' of a 
society, ifwe may adapt E. P. Thompson's famous concept. 16 The 
scandal highlights the stock of values which is considered to be 

14 See Wolf Oschlies, Wiirgende und wirkende Woiter: Deutschsprechen in der DDR (Berlin, 
1989); Horst Dieter Schlosser, Die deutsche Sprache in der DDR ;_wischen Stalinismus und 
Demokratie: Historische, politische und kommunikative Bedingu11gen (Cologne, 1990); Manfred W. 
Hellmann, 'Zwei Gesellschaften-zwei Sprachkulturen? Acht Thesen zur offentlichen 
Sprache in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland und in der Deutschen Demokratischen 
Republik', Forumfiir interdis;_ipliniire ForschUIIIJ, 2 (1989), 27-38; Peter Christian Ludz, 'Zurn 
Begriff der "Nation" in der Sicht der SED: Wandlungen und politische Bedeutung', DA 
(1972), 17-27; Dirk Bauer, Das sprachliche Ost-West-Problem: Untersuchu11gen ;_ur Sprache und 
Sprachwissenschqfi in Deutschlarui seit 1945 (Frankfurt, 1993); Gerhard Nauman and Eckhard 
Triimpler, Der Flop mit der DDR-Nation 1971: :?::,wischen Abschied von der !dee der Korif/ideration und 
Illuswn von der Herausbildu11g einer so;.ialistischen deutschen Nation (Berlin, 1991). 

15 Categories for the analysis of scandals in general are provided by Rolf Ebbighausen 
and Sighard Neckel (eds.), Anatomie des politischen Skandals (Frankfurt, 1989); Dirk Kaster et 
al., Der politische SkandaL· :?::_ur symbolischen und dramaturgischen Qualitiit von Politik (Opladen, 1991); 
Sighard Neckel, 'Macht und Legitimation im politischen Skandal', Vorgange: :?::_eitschrfftfiir 
Biirgerrechie und Gesellscha.ftspolitilc, 6 (1988), 38-48; Dietrich Thranhardt, 'Scandals, Changing 
Norms and Agenda Setting in German Politics',Journal efSocial Science, 30/2 (1991), 13-32. 

16 E. P. Thompson, 'The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth 
Century', Past and Present, 50 (1971), 76-136. 
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valid in a society. 'The ritual of scandal and the punishment of 
the responsible people provides social systems with instruments of 
self-legitimacy and purification.' 17 At the same time, it excludes 
those who have infringed the system of values promoted. 

It is obvious that within the politically controlled media of the 
GDR, an independent scandalization of the political ruling class 
from the bottom up was unthinkable. Instead, we find the oppo-
site: the production of the scandalous from above as a method of 
public inclusion or exclusion. The enacted scandal was an impor-
tant method used by the SED leadership to give its policy moral 
legitimacy and to stigmatize its enemies. The scandal policy of the 
SED was also a moral policy. By marking the enemy as morally 
inferior and criminal, the country's own population was presented 
as the community of the good. 18 

The propaganda history of the GDR in the 1950s and 1960s 
supplies many examples of this kind of moral policy. At the show 
trials of the early 1950s the pattern of the enacted scandal was 
greatly in evidence. In 1950, for example, some managers were 
given a show trial of this sort. Characteristically, it took place in 
a theatre building and was followed by 1,200 spectators every day. 
The defendants were accused of having transferred money from 
a formerly private company to the West and thus having damaged 
'national property'. Basically, its purpose was to criminalize prac-
tices which were 'normal' in a private economy and morally to 
exclude the actors. For this purpose, the court and the controlled 
media mobilized the whole rhetoric of scandal and moral indig-
nation. 'Unmasked-the story of an uncovered fraud', we read in 
a booklet on the 'robber trust', whose 'spiderweb' spread over the 
whole of Germany. The defendants were 'agents' of'inferior char-
acter', 'corrupt subjects', 'corrupt saboteurs', and 'notorious crim-
inals' who had hatched a 'conspiracy' against 'national property'. 
First they had to learn how 'to behave like good humans in a 
democratic state'. 19 In the courtroom, there was no talk of Marx 
and Lenin, but the private economy was described as a scandalous 
offence against law and morality. 

17 Andrei S. Markovits and Mark Silverstein, 'Macht und Verfahren: Die Geburt des 
politischen Skandals aus der Widerspriichlichkeit liberaler Demokratien', in Ebbighausen 
and Neckel (eds.), Anatomie des politi.schm Skaruials, 1511 0, at 154 (my translation). 

18 Cf. the essays in Martin Sabrow (ed.), Skandal und Diktatur: Formen tfffentlicher Empiirung 
im NS-Staat und in der DDR (Gottingen, 2004). 

19 Entlarvt-Die Geschichte eines a,ggedeckten Riesenbetroges (Berlin, n.d. [1950]). 
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In the propaganda battles against the Federal Republic, instru-
mentalized scandals also played a prominent role. The SED scandal 
policymakers went to great lengths to prove that the top of West 
German society was infiltrated by Nazis. In this way, it was possible 
to keep up the anti-fascist legitimacy myth of their own regime and, 
at the same time, to denounce their Western competitor. The 
SED's West Commission launched a campaign against Hans 
Globke, one of the top officials in the administration of the West 
German Chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, denouncing Globke's Nazi 
involvement. This campaign lasted a number of years until a show 
trial was held in 1963, in his absence. A similar case was the cam-
paign against the West German Federal President, Heinrich Lubke, 
who was accused of having participated in the construction of Nazi 
concentration camps. Among other things, faked documents were 
used to give plausibility to a story without any real basis. 20 

The importance of the scandal itself in these cases and the unim-
portance of actually persecuting Nazi delinquents is revealed by 
the fact that the GDR media obsessively denounced the West 
German federal government for not bringing to trial the murderers 
of Communist leader Ernst Thalmann, who had been executed at 
Buchenwald concentration camp in the summer of 1944. In reality, 
only the GDR state security police knew of the prime suspect's 
whereabouts in West Germany, but they did not inform the West 
German authorities. Fostering the scandal of Western courts which 
were unwilling to prosecute was much more important than pros-
ecuting Thalmann's murderers.21 More examples could be cited. 
The decisive point was to disqualify the political enemy by the 
semantics of moralization and criminalization and indirectly to 
portray the majority of GDR citizens as a collective of 'proper' 
citizens. 22 

4. Homogeniz:,ation 
By employing strategies of temporalization, territorialization, and 
moralization through enacted scandals the SED propaganda 

20 Jutta Illichmann, Die DDR und die Juden: Die deutschlandpolitische lnstrumentalisierung von 
Juden und]udentum durch die Partei.- und Staats.ftihrung der SBZf DDR von 1945 bis 1990 (Frankfurt, 
1997), 176-83. 

21 Falco Werkentin, Politische Strqjjusti,z in der Ara Ulbricl,J; (Berlin, 1995), 215-s4. 
22 Marie-Luise Frein-Plischke, Wortsc/zak Bundesrepublilc-DDR: Semantische Untersuchungen 

anhand von Personal/rollektwa (Diisseldorf, 1987). 
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machine of the 1950s and 1960s set out to create the fiction of a 
purified society. 'Enemies' were embodiments of the past or the 
outside world. While 'others' were externalized, East German 
society itself was made the object of an inclusive rhetoric whose 
most spectacular feature was the image of a conflict-free society. 
Although internal 'enemies' were made the subject of public 
attacks even after the construction of the Berlin Wall, on the 
whole, the party's self-description presented a picture of social 
harmony-the fourth aspect of East German inclusion rhetoric 
which must be taken into account here. 

One of the most frequently used inclusive terms was the word 
'people' ( Volk) that saturated the public language in innumerable 
combinations from People's Army to People's Elections. 23 The 
long and highly ambivalent history of the word 'people' and its 
political connotations, and ultimately its inflationary use by the 
National Socialists, did not prevent the SED from using this 
diffuse label as a general phrase of inclusion. Its blurred positive 
connotations in particular were appropriate for addressing the 
people of the GDR as a whole in an emotional way and to define 
them as a homogeneous unit.24 One reason why the word 'people' 
was especially suited for use as a generalized code of inclusion is 
that in the German language, as in many other European lan-
guages, it can have two different connotations. On the one hand, 
'people' means the citizens and bearers of the nation as a whole; 
this is a definition which, traditionally, is to be found more on the 
right side of the political spectrum. On the other hand, the 
'people' can also be identified with 'the masses', the lower classes 
or the (hard) working part of the population; this definition, of 
course, was more suitable for left-wing propaganda purposes. In 
the public language of the SED, these two meanings increasingly 
came to coincide. If the intention was to describe the 'progressive 
movements of the people' in history, the lower classes were 
addressed. In the socialist society of the GDR, however, the 
'people' included all parts of society. 25 

23 Examples in Herbert Bartholmes, Das Wort 'Volk' im Sprachgebrauch der SED 
(Dilsseldorf, 1964); id., "'Volk" als Bestimmungswort in Zusammensetzungen im 
Sprachgebrauch der Sozialistischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands', in Das Aue/er ProtokolL· 
Deutsche Sprache im Spannungifeld zwischen West und Ost (Diisseldorf, 1964), 40-57. 

24 Hans Heinrich Reich, Sprache und Politik: Untersuchungen .i;u Wortschatz und Wortwahl des 
ojfi;:.iellen Sprachgebrauchs in der DDR (Munich, 1968), 220. 

25 Bartholmes, "'Volk" als Bestimmungswort', 40-2. 
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In addition to making excessive use of the obviously unifying 
force of the word 'people', SED propagandists also managed to 
impress an integrative sense onto the whole vocabulary of 'class', 
despite its original connotations of antagonism. Thus, even when 
lexicographical references were made to the Marxist-Leninist ter-
minology of 'class', notions of harmony prevailed. The 'working 
class', the 'class of farmers', the 'intelligentsia', and all other 
'working classes' were depicted as maintaining 'relations of mutual 
help and co-operation in all areas of social life'. 26 The semantics 
of integration and inclusion were omnipresent, for example, in 
the continuous conjuring-up of 'unity', 'friendship', and brother-
hood. 27 Moreover, the idea of social groups 'getting closer' to 
each other and entering 'alliances' reflects this rhetoric of com-
munity, as do various slogans, such as the exhortation that the 
attitude of the socialist citizen should change 'from me to we'. 
:Join in, let's rule together,' the SED called out to the citizens of 
the GDR, and in his later years Ulbricht spoke of the 'socialist 
community of humans', a phrase which totally abandoned the 
notion of a socially stratified society. 28 

The brutal reality of dictatorial rule was thus wrapped up in a 
semantics of community which no longer had any legitimate 
words to designate conflict, a clash of interests, competition, or 
inequality. Even when this fiction of community finally collapsed 
in 1989, both sides remained strangely committed to this GDR 
language of community. While the head of the Stasi, the Minister 
of State Security, Erich Mielke, was stammering his most famous 
sentence, 'But you know that I love you all,' in the East German 
parliament, the People's Chamber, the demonstrators on the 
streets were crying out: 'We are the people!'29 

26 Entry: 'Klasse, soziale', in Wiirterbuch der morxistisch-leninistischen Soziologie (Berlin, 1983), 
343. 

27 See Herbert Bartbolmes, Bruder, Burger, Freund, Gerwsse und andere Wtirter der so{.ia[istischen 
T erminologie: Wortgeschichtliche Beitriige (Goteborg, 1970 ). 

28 Schlosser, Die deutsche Sprache in der DDR, 16. 
29 Annin Mitter and Stefan Wolle (eds.), /eh liebe euch dock alle! Befehle und Lageberichte des 

MJS (Berlin, 1990); Hartmut z,..,-ahr, Ende einer Selbsl{.erstiirung: Leipzig und die Revolution in der 
DDR (Gottingen, 1993); Christian Bergmann, Die Sprache der Stasi: Ein Beitrag zur Sprachkritik 
(Gottingen, 1999). 
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III The Effects of Forms and Structures of Public 
Communication in the GDR 

The preceding sections have discussed the characteristic features 
of the GDR's official language with regard to semantic content. I 
have identified and explained the key concepts, narratives, rhet-
orical devices, and patterns of argument used by SED politicians, 
historians, and propagandists who proclaimed the GDR's internal 
unity and tried to define its external enemies. In this section I shall 
briefly examine the formal side of official communication in the 
GDR and explain its inclusionary and exclusionary effects. 30 

The political language of the GDR, whether spoken or written, 
whether appearing openly in the mass media or hidden in internal 
reports and files, was characterized by a number of stylistic, gram-
matical, and symbolic features. First, the dominant ideology was 
present in all contexts of communication, not only in public dis-
course, but also in internal administrative correspondence. 
Ideological language was an integral part of the way in which the 
SED regime administered itself. Beyond this, anybody who has 
ever dealt with East German history knows that the standard 
political language of the GDR had a number of stylistic peculiar-
ities. 31 Thus, for example, the passive voice was widely used, and 
almost every piece of political writing used phrases such as 'objec-
tive development' or 'further completion'. These stylistic features 
served to confer upon every political decision or social process the 
dignity of fulfilling the 'laws of history' without identifying respon-
sible individual or collective actors. Another element typical of 
East German official language was its high level of formalization. 
Newspaper articles usually named all the titles and functions of 
state officials, and internal reports always had the same structure. 
Sometimes researchers in East German archive files feel that they 
are reading highly formalized medieval documents. Not individual 
style, a personal way of writing, or individual rhetoric, but adap-
tation and subordination were rewarded. Even oral contributions 

3° Cf. RalphJessen, 'Diktatorische Herrschaft als kommunikative Praxis: Oberlegungen 
zum Zusammenhang von "Biirokratie" und Sprachnormierung in der DDR-Geschichte', 
in AlfLiidtke and Peter Becker (eds.), Akten. Eingaben. Schaufenster: Die DDR und ihre Texte. 
Erkundungen zu Herrschaft und Alltag (Berlin, 1997), 57t5. 

31 For a more thorough investigation of these see Steffen Pappert, Politische Sprachspule 
in der DDR: Kommunikative Entdifferenzierungsprozesse und ihre Auswirkungen aef den iiffentlichen 
Sprachgebrauch (Frankfurt, 2003). 
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to discussions at public events were in most cases prepared in 
writing. Official communication in the GDR has been compared 
with the notorious Plattenbauten, residential buildings assembled 
out of huge, prefabricated building blocks. In the same way, 
official communication was ready-made, consisting of prefabri-
cated elements which were put together. 32 If speakers or writers 
deviated too far from such given wording, they were suspected of 
'subjectivism', 'voluntarism', or 'spontaneity'. 

All in all, public language in the GDR had a strong tendency 
towards ritualization, which again has important implications for 
the issue of inclusion and exclusion. 33 Language rituals in general 
are characterized by features such as repetition, stylization, and 
formalization. These typically occur in situations of public com-
munication when speakers or writers adopt given roles and use 
strongly standardized language. Religious liturgies or the award-
ing of academic honours are good examples. Even a superficial 
comparison of these ritual occurrences with the political language 
of the GDR is sufficient to show that the thesis of its ritual char-
acter is quite plausible. 

The consequences of such strongly ritualized communication, 
both for the actors immediately involved and for the wider 
problem of inclusion and exclusion, were highly ambivalent. From 
the perspective of the ruling party, linguistic rituals had three 
main positive functions. First, they conveyed values. Political 
values were an integral part of the public language. Thus the 
desired interpretation of the world and the targets of the ruling 
ideology were always present. Secondly, ritual practices guaran-
teed order and security. The given form, the identical or only 
slightly varied course taken, and the repetition symbolized control, 
order, and the successful execution of power. And thirdly, the 
ritual language contributed to integration. It forced all those who 

32 Cf. Corinna Fricke, 'Uberlegungen zu einem Neuansatz der gesellschaftswis-
senschaftlichen Linguistik, ihre Aufgaben und Quellen', Osnabriicker Beitriige zur Sprachtheorie, 
43 (1990), 141-60. 

33 Ulla Fix, 'Rituelle Kommunikation im offentlichen Sprachgebrauch der DDR und 
ihre Begleitumstande: Moglichkeiten und Grenzen der selbstbestimmten und mitbestim-
menden Kommunikation in der DDR', in Gotthard Lerchner (ed.), Sprachgebrauch im 
Wandel· Anmerkungen ;;ur Kommunikationskultur in der DDR vor und nach der Wende (Frankfurt, 
1992), 3-g9; Elisabeth Rauch, Sprachrituale in institutionellen und institutionali.rierten Text- und 
Gespriichssorten (Frankfurt, 1992); Sally F. Moore and Barbara G. Myerhoff (eds.), Secular 
Ritual (Assen, 1977); lwar Werlen, Ritual und Sprache: Zum Verhiiltnis von Sprechen und Handeln 
in Ritualen (Tiibingen, 1984). 
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participated in public communication to speak in a given way, 
thereby dissociating them from other speakers. In certain respects, 
then, the official language of the GDR was an in-group language 
which was characterized by a specific vocabulary, given structures 
of argument, and identifiable rules as to what could and could not 
be said. All those who used or accepted this firmly established ter-
minology thereby expressed a willingness for subordination. Thus 
regardless of the semantic content of spoken or written texts, the 
extremely ritualized.fomzs of language use themselves achieved 
inclusion or exclusion. Only those who used the official code were 
part of the company; anyone who refused linguistic gestures of 
conformity in the relevant communicative situations was quickly 
labelled an outsider and possibly subjected to sanctions. The 
official language was one of the most generalized symbols of inclu-
sion in the GDR. 

However, this was only one way to view the formal aspects of 
communication in the GDR. In fact, the totalitarian shaping of 
language had obvious limits. The first one was its restricted social 
reach. It hardly penetrated the verbal communication of everyday 
life, least of all conversations in private circles. Although the SED 
leadership tried to restrain dialects and youth slang, its language 
policy remained unsuccessful in this respect. Certainly all GDR 
citizens were perfectly capable of switching codes between the 
official language and everyday German. 

A second, related limit resulted from the ritualization of lan-
guage itsel£ As in all rituals, the formalization of language may 
become a value in itself. Compliance with language rules may 
become a merely outward obligation which gives little evidence 
of the true inner attitude of speakers. The fixed forms and oblig-
atory rules oflinguistic ritualization reduced insecurity in an envi-
ronment which could arbitrarily be manipulated by the ruling 
party. Already at school, GDR citizens learned that verbal adap-
tation was rewarded and indispensable for their future profes-
sional careers. It is likely that the celebration of ritual gestures of 
conformity was among the everyday routine of East Germans, 
whether we call it pragmatic adaptation or opportunism. For the 
ruling party, this was a dilemma that it could not escape. On the 
one hand, it was not willing to abolish the instrument of a hege-
monic linguistic code. On the other, it did not know whether 
official observance was honest conviction or mere conformity. 
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IV Conclusion 

This essay set out to differentiate four semantic strategies which, 
taken together, helped to sustain the propaganda master narrative 
of the GDR as a distinct, progressive, and harmonious political 
entity. It also considered the integrative as well as disruptive effects 
of an extremely ritualized public language. Identity-forming nar-
ratives are intended to hold people together and to dissociate 
them from the outside world. Of all the twentieth-century dicta-
torships, the GDR probably had the greatest difficulty in defining 
the rules of belonging, of inclusion and exclusion. East Germany 
was not only the experimental field of a new social order and a 
new form of dictatorship. The country was, at the same time, a 
successor state of the Third Reich, a Soviet-occupied territory, 
and a part of the German nation. This created new borders 
defining inclusion and exclusion, whereby the regime's require-
ments for dissociation and the inclusion sentiments of the popula-
tion could hardly ever be made to coincide. 

I shall conclude this essay by looking briefly at the long-term 
impact of the GDR's official language. If we look back to the dra-
matic events of 1989-the breakdown of the SED dictatorship and 
German unification-it seems obvious that the SED's ideological 
messages had no lasting effect on the East German people's con-
cepts of belonging. The SED's anti-fascist foundation myth was 
apparently a 'one generation phenomenon'. Above all, it played 
an important role for the young intellectuals of the reconstruction 
generation who were looking for orientation after the horrors of 
National Socialism. For the next generation, those born in the 
GDR with no personal experience of Nazi dictatorship, the inte-
grative power of the anti-fascist narrative quickly faded. In the 
same way, the Communist narrative of progress dramatically lost 
its appeal when Ulbricht's policy of modernization and technolog-
ical optimism failed in the 1960s. In the 1970s and 1980s, most 
GDR citizens paid only lip service to the vision of socialist moder-
nity and its promised supremacy over the West. The invention of 
the 'GDR nation' in the Honecker era was similarly unsuccessful. 
At no point was it able seriously to compete with the traditional 
ethnically and linguistically defined concept of the nation-state. In 
the end, the decision space of the dictatorship and the identity 
space of the East German population were never really congruent. 
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The lack of cohesive force of these narratives was long covered 
up, and compensated for, by the GDR's language policy. 
Particularly because the party could not be sure of the inclusive 
power of its ideological narratives, it put great emphasis on com-
pliance with ritual gestures of approval. Beginning with his inves-
tigations of East German historiography, Martin Sabrow has 
described the GDR as a 'dictatorship of consensus',34 in which 
the ruling party expended a great deal of energy to create at least 
the impression of voluntary compliance. The official language was 
undoubtedly one of the most important means of implementing 
this policy of consensus. 

Whether, and if so, to what extent, the official 'moral policy' 
and the corresponding rhetoric of equality, justice, and social 
harmony have had a lasting impact on the East German people's 
concepts of inclusion and exclusion is more difficult to assess. My 
thesis is that in this respect the official semantics of inclusion and 
exclusion met with a greater response. The moral stigmatization 
of enemies, for example, appealed to pre-political standards of 
'good' and 'bad', and the rhetorical criminalization of the 'others' 
took advantage of one of the most popular definitions of 'in' and 
'out'. The potential of the semantics of justice and homogeneity 
for identification was probably greater still. It may well be no acci-
dent that precisely these ideals provided a point around which 
attempts to create a kind of delayed GDR identity crystallized 
during the rggos. Indignation about the 'injustice' of a liberal 
society and nostalgic longing for a society in which the 'little 
people' had their place can be interpreted in this way. Similarly, 
the East German phenomenon of widespread xenophobia, in a 
society with a relatively small percentage of foreigners, must be 
seen against the background of an ideal of homogeneity which 
did not acknowledge plurality and difference. In this way the 
official semantics of inclusion and exclusion probably contributed 
to the establishment of East German concepts of inclusion, but 
this was of no benefit to the legitimacy and stability of the GDR 
dictatorship. 

34 Sa brow, Das Dilctat des Konsenses. 




