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to “Shut the door to RIAS lies.”®° When considered along the lines of the old historical
axiom that the enforcement of a law often verifies the existence of the outlawed activity,
one could correctly conclude that RIAS enjoyed some measure of popularity in the GDR.
As this study will show, such an assumption would have been a safe one. The notorious
western station, a thorn in the GDR’s side until 1989, represented a powerful and
relentlessly disruptive force that protested the existence of GDR and advocated for

German unity.

Protest and Resistance in the GDR

Germans protested Sovietization and all subsequent governments, institutions, and
apparatuses to varying degrees from the earliest period of the Soviet occupation until
1989.8! The nature and success of resistance remains a point of contention among
historians, as does what we might even consider a “true” act of resistance. In the post-
Wende period, during which the release of documents that have verified various types of
discontent, questions of what constituted opposition and dissent have stirred academic
debate. Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk has proposed a categorization of oppositional behavior
that divides resistance (he uses the terms opposition and resistance interchangeably) into
subcategories: passive refusal, social protest (partial strikes—which were always
political, petitions), political dissent, and ultimately, mass protest which, of course,
defined the summer of 1953 and fall of 1989.82 Corey Ross has endorsed historian

Hubertus Knabe’s similar, but more comprehensively weighted, ten-point system that

8 Neues Deutschland, April 1952: “Vertraut eurer eigenen Kraft — nicht der der Kriegshetzer — hért keinen
RIAS!”; “Riasliigen”

81 The same could be said of any state, to different degrees.

82 |lko-Sascha Kowalczuk, “Von der Freiheit. Ich zu sagen. Widerstandiges Verhalten in der DDR,” in
Zwischen Selbstbehauptung und Anpassung: Formen des Widerstands und der Opposition in der DDR,
Ulrike Poppe, Rainer Eckert, and llko-Sascha Kowalczuk, ed. (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 1995), 91-115.
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also concludes with open revolt.23 Knabe’s scale recognizes risk level for the participant,
degree of criticism, and public versus private action.®* Ross points out that such a system
acknowledges the variability of protest and the way in which actions could escalate,
proving that resistance was often a process, rather than an event. Gareth Dale
distinguishes between resistance, which he sees as endemic in the GDR and often
successful, and opposition, which sought political change—actions we really might only
apply to several cases, notably 1953 and the 1980s. Thus, Dale found himself in
disagreement with Ross, who argued that even in the final decade of the GDR’s
existence, activists really only opposed the regime, rather than communism itself, thus
leading him to label this opposition as “limited.”®® In Revolutions and Resistance in
Eastern Europe historians Kevin McDermott and Matthew Stibbe acknowledge the
competing definitions in the wide-ranging literature on the subject and choose to adhere
to historian Lynne Viola’s definition of resistance, which states that, “At its core,
resistance involves opposition” and is wide ranging in its execution. Thus, issues of
terminology remain unsettled in the literature. Still, the regime experienced two episodes
of resistance that posed existential threats, in the summer of 1953 and the fall of 1989.

The origins and character of the first incident concern much of this study.%®

June 17 and Terminology
An encyclopedia-like synopsis of the June 17 demonstrations might read as

follows: In the summer of 1952, the SED initiated an accelerated buildup of socialism

8 Ross, The East German Dictatorship.

8 Hubertus Knabe, “Was war die “DDR-Opposition”? Zur Typologie des politischen Widerspruchs in
Ostdeutschland,” Deutschland Archiv 29 (1996): 184-198

8 Gareth Dale, Popular Protest in East Germany: Judgments on the Streets, 1945-1989 (New York:
Routledge, 2005).

8 Kevin Mcdermott and Matthew Stibbe, eds., Revolution and Resistance in Eastern Europe: Challenges
to Communist Rule (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2006).



35

along Stalinist lines. Economic planning emphasized heavy industry at the expense of
consumer goods. “Bourgeois” institutions and those organizations deemed to be enemies
of socialism by the Party (such as the Church) came under increased pressure to better
align themselves with the regime’s atheistic model. The regime raised workers’ quotas to
increase production in the factories and living standards and attitudes deteriorated; the
regime had gone too far, too fast. Stalin passed in 1953 and his successors, recognizing
the dire situation in the GDR, called on East German leadership to temper their efforts.
On June 11, the SED announced the New Course, a planning package that scaled back
much of the accelerated drive. Curiously, the heightened quotas for workers remained in
place, rousing resentment among certain sectors of the workforce. In Berlin, construction
workers began to organize strikes related to the norms in the capital and took to the
streets on June 16. RIAS broadcasted the news that evening and the following morning,
demonstrators took to the streets in over five hundred cities throughout the GDR, airing
demands that had moved on from calls for reform to calls for revolution and
reunification. That evening, the GDR’s police forces suppressed the demonstrations with
help from the Soviets. While scholars generally agree with this much, points of
contention remain, starting with just what we should call this event.

To be sure, a significant issue regarding the characterization of June 17 is the
search for a term (or words) that most accurately convey the events that transpired. A

number of terms have proved divisive or problematic. The SED typically used the terms

9 <6 29 ¢ 99 ¢

like “anxiety,” “unrest,” “riots,” “enemy action,” “demonstrations,” and “(fascist)

provocation” as shorthand for the collective actions of those who protested before settling
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on the ominous-sounding “X Day”®’ The regime also used the word “unrest” to describe
a range of behavior, from discussions hostile toward the state, to moderate confrontations
with authorities in public spaces, while terming more boisterous public disturbances
“riots.” Interestingly, terms “revolution” and “uprising,” appear more often when the
regime is quoting demonstrators or opposing interpretations. The term
“counterrevolution” appears in the SED’s analysis while some western observers and
scholars adopted the term ““failed revolution.” But the idea of “revolution” proves
problematic using certain criteria. Historians’ hesitation to use the word probably begins
with what Charles Maier noted as historians’ general conception of the events as
“ephemeral and local.”® Such thinking likely encouraged scholars to shy away from a
word that suggests a more substantial event. The term “revolution” raises other questions.
For example, Theda Skocpol and Meyer Kestnbaum argue that the term, since its modern
designation that developed out of the French Revolution (which has remained static
since), requires, “sudden, fundamental, and innovative departure in a nation’s social and
political life.”®® Based on demonstrators’ calls for the removal of the SED and
reunification, June 17 certainly presented the struggle for major political change, though
perhaps that the event occurred so soon after Sovietization reminded observers that the
existing system was not as entrenched as the Old Regime or the SED of 1989. Still, the
temptation to use the term “failed revolution” might also derive from a pervasive (at least

among most non-Party members) notion that revolution would have been good: the

87 «“MiBstimmung,” “Unruhe;” “Ausschreitung;” “feindliche Aktion,” Demonstrationen,” “Provokation”
“Der Tag X”

8 Christian Ostermann, ed., Uprising in East Germany 1953: The Cold War, the German Question, and the
First Major Upheaval behind the Iron Curtain (Budapest: Central European University Press 2000), xv.

8 Theda Skocpol and Meyer Kestnbaum, “One Mars Unshackled: The French Revolution in World
Historical Perspective,” in Ferenc Feher, ed., The French Revolution and the Birth of Modernity (Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1990), 13, italics in original.
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euphoria of 1989 might have come thirty-six years earlier. As Jack Goldstone notes, the
theory of revolutions has traditionally characterized them as vehicles for progress where,
for example, revolutionaries have cast themselves (or been cast) as the proponents of a
new and better order. The counterrevolutionaries, on the other hand, have been tagged as
guardians of an undesirable and obsolete arrangement.®® Or, as Eugene Weber quipped in
a 1974 article, “one never hears of a counterrevolution in automobile design.”%*

Other terms have become more established in the literature. Among the
demonstrations’ sympathetic observers and public figures, the most common term used is
“uprising” (Aufstand), though some historians prefer mass/popular uprising
(Volkserhebung). The initially popular “workers’ uprising” fell out of favor as research
uncovered the demonstrations’ broader participation. At least one historian has adopted
“Uprising with revolutionary traits,” which, while an unwieldy phrase, is accurate in
some ways.%? Guido Knopp argues June 17 constituted an uprising, a peoples’ uprising,
and a failed revolution that began as a workers’ revolt.®® At this juncture, | propose that
“mass demonstrations” fits best as a general phrase to describe what happened in the
GDR on June 17, as those who took to the streets demonstrated a newfound political

power.

% Jack A. Goldstone, Revolution and Rebellion in the Early Modern World (Berkeley, University of
California Press, 1991), xxiv.

%1 Eugene Weber, “Revolution? Counterrevolution? What Revolution?” Journal of Contemporary History 2
(1974): 3-47.

92 Roger Engelmann and Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuk, Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Staat: Eine
Bestandsaufnahme zum 17. Juni 1953 — Analysen und Dokumente (Géttingen: Vandenhoek & Ruprecht,
2011), 11-12: “Volksaufstand mit revolutiondren Ziigen.”

9 Guido Knopp, Der Aufstand: 17. Juni 1953 (Hamburg: Edel Elements, 2013), 1-5.
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Interpretations of June 17, 1953

The SED leadership wasted no time in publically blaming the “putsch attempt” on
reactionary agents, Western actors, saboteurs, and most of all, fascists. The events—
strikes, protest marches, and a slew of demands that called for fundamental change in the
GDR—were, in the official SED historiography, machinations, and fascist provocations
that radiated from West Berlin. The SED argued that “Western agents” and fascists
orchestrated the entire uprising and that it had been planned for some time (just how long
is never stated). The official story that emerged in the days following the events within
the SED held West Berlin “string pullers” (die Drahtzieher) responsible for the planning
and initiating the unrest.** As Englemann and Kowalczuk point out, the possibility that a
spontaneous escalation and politicization could grow out of a workers’ protest concerned
with the issue of the heightened norms simply had no place in the imaginations of the
regime’s leading functionaries.®® The working, the regime argued, could not protest
against a government of the working class and the day would be officially
commemorated in the GDR as “X-Day.”%

Historians agree that the June 17 events constituted a significant moment of
conflict in the brief history of the GDR. The literature surrounding the event has followed
two significant trends. The first involved overturning the SED version’s of the event. Pre-

Wende studies produced in the West such as Arnulf Baring’s Uprising in East Germany

% Engelmann and Kowalczuk, “Einfiihrende Bemerkungen” in Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Statt, 8
% Ibid., 8.
% “Der Tag X~
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from 1957 established an outline of the event, but did not have access to materials that
could confirm the number of participants.®’

After reunification, historians gained access to previously unavailable archival
materials and began reconstructing just what happened in June of 1953 in the GDR. A
wave of publications in the 1990s was followed by a flurry of literature for both popular
and scholarly consumption for the fiftieth anniversary in 2003. The result of all this work
is a basic consensus of what led to the uprising, how it transpired, how the authorities
extinguished the revolt, and its political, economic, and social consequences. Naturally,
disagreements and areas where further work is needed remain.

Historians have generally been in agreement concerning the long-term causes of
the uprising. Heidi Roth and Karl Fricke have convincingly demonstrated in a superbly-
documented case study of Saxony that the development of the East German state, which
began with the postwar Sovietization process, contained in it the seeds of the June unrest.
These included the Stalinization of the economy and a shift towards heavy
industrialization, expropriation of private industries, and a lack of political legitimacy.*®
In his case study of Saalfeld, Andrew Port argues that the postwar housing situation,
intensified by the presence of SAG (Sowietische Aktiengesellschaft) Wismut, refugees,
and the evictions and requisitions prompted by the needs of the Maxhtte mill workers,
led to endemic shortages and anger stemming from perceived (and real) privilege. *° llko-
Sascha Kowalczuk suggests, along with Heidi Roth, that the difficult housing situation in

Gorlitz contributed to the long term frustrations, and also higher concentrations of people

9 Arnulf Baring, Uprising in East Germany: June 17, 1953 (Cornell University Press, 1972). The German
language edition was published in 1957.

% Heidi Roth, Der 17 Juni 1953 in Sachsen (Ko6In: Bohlau Verlag - Schriften des Hannah-Arendt-Instituts
fur Totalitarismusforschung, 1999).

% Andrew Port, Conflict and Stability in the German Democratic Republic (New York: Cambridge, 2007).
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that contributed to heightened levels of anger in that city.*?° In Waffen gegen das Volk:
Der 17. Juni 1953 in der DDR, Torsten Deitrich utilizes police records to demonstrate
that the military build-up (Aufriistung), including the barracked police units (Die
Kasernierte Volkspolizei) grew out of the SED’s anti-fascist mentality and deep-rooted
fear of Western imperialist ambitions that stemmed from Moscow. Diedrich also notes
that the establishment of the European Defense Community in 1952 hastened the buildup,
all of which funneled money away from civilian needs, lowering living standards for the
population which he identifies at central to the events of June 17.1%

Historians have unanimously identified the SED’s decision at the Second Party
Conference (July 1952) to lurch forward with the “planned construction of socialism” as
a critical event leading to the uprising. The above-noted military buildup constituted what
Ilko-Sascha Kowalczuck deemed the highest phase of Stalinism in the GDR,
accompanied by the construction of social building blocks along the lines of the
Flhrerprinzip. The establishment of these building blocks, argues Kowalczuk, led to
attacks on the Church, increased persecution and arrests of “subversive elements,” and
tightened border security, which instilled fear among intellectual classes of isolation from
international peer groups.?

Historians are in general agreement that the immediate political causes of the
uprising can be traced to three related events: the SED’s decision to raise production
norms in early 1953, the implementation of the New Course, which relaxed or canceled

much of the rushed socialist build-up from the summer of 1952 following orders from

100 ||ko Kowalczuk, 17. Juni 1953 - Volksaufstand in der DDR. Ursachen - Ablaufe — Folgen (Bremen:
Edition Temmen, 2003); Heidi Roth, Der 17. Juni 1953 in Gorlitz (Bautzen: Lusatia Verlag, 2003).

101 Torsten Diedrich, Waffen gegen das Volk: Der 17. Juni 1953 in der DDR (Muenchen: Oldenbourg,
2003).

102 Engelmann and Kowalczuk, Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Staat.
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Stalin’s concerned successors in Moscow, and the admission of error(s) by the SED
coupled with the decision to retain the heightened workers norms. Kowalczuk points out
that this acknowledgement of error had profound and unintended consequences that
affected SED leadership in a variety of ways. He argues that functionaries who had been
responsible for carrying out the SED’s orders lost their credibility with the population
and found themselves in a state of uncertainty. Some, he points out, continued on as
mindless followers of the SED while others expressed hope for the reestablishment of the
SPD. Roth and Kowalczuk note the role of rumors (particularly those that alleged
Ulbricht’s flight and the withdrawal of Soviet troops) in fostering excitement and hope
among residents and energizing workers. This development, according to Kowalczuk,
coincided with the permanent angst among the general population, creating a dangerous
situation for a regime revealing weakness. This study will expand on this subject.
Historians have rightly observed Berlin as the epicenter of the revolt, while later
publications, including several comprehensive regional studies have demonstrated that
unrest had a far greater reach.'® To be sure, all studies point to the construction workers’
barracks in the Stalinallee where personnel planned the demonstrations that set off the
uprising, which then swelled as the demonstrators marched through the city. Dietrich,
Roth, and Kowalczuk take note of the role of communications—a defense of the decision
to retain the norms in die Tribune, and the spread of the strikers’ activities on RIAS—in

fostering the spread of discontent, although the extent of the role played by the latter

103 There are numerous regional studies available, see for exmaple, Andrea Herz, ed., Quellen zur
Geschichte Thiringens: Der 17. Juni 1953 in Tharingen (Thiringen: Landeszentrale fur politische Bildung,
2003); Heike Schmidt, Der 17. Juni 1953 in Rostock (Berlin: Wiss. Verl. Berlin, 2003); Lutz Maller,
Flnfeinhalb Tapfere und eine Stadt in Aufruhr. Dresden und der 17. Juni 1953 (Leipzig: Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung, 2003).



42

remains a point of contention. Dietrich also has shown that what began as peaceful
protests often turned violent when demonstrators became aggressive, although he notes
that violence was initially directed mainly towards symbolic government buildings and
prisons that housed political “criminals.” Likewise, Roth has articulated the notion that
events generally began in a peaceful manner throughout Germany on the morning of the
seventeenth, as striking workers, who were often led by experienced strike leaders,
organized marches. However, events often became unpredictable when protestors took to
the streets and riled-up students and young people joined them. Dietrich argues the
outbreak of violence can in many cases be traced to the manner in which police and
military forces were deployed, either in insufficient numbers or by late arrival at sites of
disorder due to underdeveloped communications apparatuses and protocols. The result
was that forces agitated the crowds, yet were unable to suppress the agitation. This would
seem to support Kowalczuk and Roth’s assertion that the regime’s ability to deploy and
station sufficient numbers troops to Dresden beforehand helped prevent the level of
violence seen in some other locales.%

Torsten Dietrich has characterized the uprising as primarily a workers’ revolt, yet
he concedes that it eventually inspired large cross sections of the population to take
action. This follows a larger trend wherein historians have expanded the dimensions of
the uprising to illustrate a spirit that extended beyond the factory floor and reflected
deeper social and political frustrations. Notably, Gary Bruce has attempted to shift
emphasis away from the workers and economic concerns and instead suggests that the
primarily political motives of official dissenters—the Blockparties—and non-

communists inspired the events of 17. June. By examining party archives of the SED,

104 Roth, Der 17 Juni. 1953 in Sachsen; Engelmann and Kowalczuk, Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Staat.
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LDPD, and eastern CDU, he demonstrates that the SED’s destruction of any true
opposition parties and an independent judiciary fostered political antagonism across large
sections of the citizenry. Thus, Bruce is able to show that the numerous political demands
made throughout the GDR that called for removal of the SED regime in the latter half of
June stemmed primarily from political discontent, rather than economic aggravation. In
the end, he sees the revolt as an anti-communist movement—an assertion to which most
scholars would not be hostile.

Roth’s detailed study of the June events in Saxony has emphasized several
important aspects of the uprising. A central contention advanced (successfully) by Roth is
that the uprising could take on quite different characters based on local conditions,
contingencies, and personalities. For example in Leipzig, the police’s decision to raid the
Free German Youth’s headquarters energized its occupants and sent youths into the
streets, radicalizing the events in that city. She has also argued that local leadership in
some places, such as Karl Marx-Stadt, responded to the morning’s strike activity more
delicately than the leadership of other cities, thus effectively tamping down worker
discontent and rebellious energies. While Roth’s meticulous reconstruction of the events
in Dresden is an admirable and useful one, she leaves considerable room for further
discussion regarding the role of rumor, radio, and the contentious issue of nationalism on
June 17.1% This study, which approaches the June 17 events with a theoretical framework
in place and focuses on the local preconditions (Roth begins her survey on June 17), thus
seeks to build on Roth and others” empirical research.

This study will argue that the 1953 demonstrations represented the first modern,

electronically transmitted mass demonstration, a critical historical development that

105 Roth, Der 17. Juni 1953 in Sachsen, 587-624.
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allowed events to move at an unprecedented pace. For instance, while historians nearly
universally reference the way in which the 1848-49 revolutions “spread like wildfire,” the
events still unfolded rather slowly by twenty-first century standards.'% The banquets that
led to street demonstrations in Paris on February 22 spread eastward, triggering
demonstrations in Munich on March 4.1% The news, which took days to travel between
cities, meant that “wildfire” did not appear in Vienna until March 13, nearby Budapest
two days later, Venice two days after that, and Milan and Berlin still one day later.'% The
diffusion of revolt in 1918 in Germany took similar amounts of time to travel between
cities. Strike waves began that summer in the north leading to the sailors’ revolt in Kiel
on November 2 and unrest in the form of mass demonstrations spread to other major
German cities on November 7.10°

The widespread adoption of personal radios prior to the June 17 demonstrations
showcased how this time lag no longer existed in industrialized areas. While large-scale
demonstrations in Berlin took place prior to the nation-wide uprising, the June 17
demonstrations unfolded simultaneously throughout the nation. Participant and activist
(in Berlin) Rainer Hildebrandt rightfully noted in a 1954 article that until this point,
experts insisted that an uprising in an entrenched, totalitarian system had hitherto proved

impossible. That all seemed to change, he argued, suggesting that we had entered a new

106 Jonathon Sperber, The European Revolutions, 1848-1851 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), 144, 114-15; Kurt Weyland, “The Diffusion of Revolution: ‘1848’ in Europe and Latin America,”
International Organization Foundation 3 (2009): 411-13. A simple internet query or google book search
confirms this assertion for the English and German language literature.

107 Sperber, The European Revolutions, 114.

108 |bid.; Weyland, “The Diffusion of Revolution,” 412.

109 Gabriel Kuhn, Ed., All Power to the Councils: A Documentary History of the German Revolution of
1918-1919 (Wales: Merlin Press, 2012), xxv, 27.
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era—one in which a “leaderless” uprising had become possible.*® Furthermore, he
suggested that, in this new era, when forty demonstrators took the streets, mere hours
later, ten thousand would be present. Now, if everyone demonstrated simultaneously, he
contended, power in numbers would lead to [political] power.!!! Hildebrandt’s last two
points receive further consideration in the present study. On one hand, the June 17
demonstrations proved a nation-wide demonstration could unfold with unprecedented
rapidity—a phenomenon that has, in recent years, reached new levels with “flash mobs”
and “critical mass” events, whereby groups of people coordinate a sudden, unexpected,
and dominating occupation (typically) of a public space. His second point, that
simultaneity and the power in numbers bred confidence and power can also be expanded

to include the role of radio.

The Question of Spontaneity

The supposed spontaneity of the demonstrations that broke out on June 17 has
been categorized as spontaneous throughout much, if not nearly all the current
historiography and this characterization deserves more attention. But, this is also a point
where modern historiographical consensus and the former official East German
interpretation diverge. Since 1953, observers and historians have noted the inherent
spontaneity of the demonstrations. Dealing with this word can be a bit tricky, as one is
required to deduce one meaning of the word out of several based on the context in which
it originally appears. For instance, when describing an uprising or demonstration as

spontaneous, the term generally means “unplanned” or “without preparations.”

110 Rainer Hildebrandt, <17 Juni: GroRer Tatsachenbericht,” IBZ, no. 25 (June, 1954). Hildebrandt also
founded the Kampfgruppe gegen Unmenschlichkeit and the Checkpoint Charlie Museum.
1 |bid.
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Considering that the word translates directly between English and German, we might also
add “unprompted,” or “without premeditation or outside impetus.” As early as June 17,
the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency along with the State Department reportedly
accepted information that the riots in East Berlin represented “the spontaneous result of a
planned demonstration” the previous day.*? Contemporary interpretations have
continued to note the spontaneity of the demonstrations. Gerhard Ritter points out that the
“organization of the spontaneous Revolt” began in the factories with elected strike
committees.!*® Engelmann and Kowalczuk argue that despite RIAS’s contributions to the
uprising, political demands “developed in many places spontaneously.”!'* Along these
lines, Fricke contends that “the strikes, demonstrations, and unrest on June 17 broke out
spontaneously,” but for all their spontaneity and regional differences, a general pattern
emerges in which workers’ demands regarding the norms turned into political
demands.*® The “spontaneity” of the demonstrations, according to Fricke, also meant
that organized preparations and central leadership failed to materialize.''® Roth notes the
“spontaneous” origins of the work stoppages and demonstrations in Saxony, although she
also points out that workers had become aware of the events in Berlin on the way to
work—a key issue.'’ Despite this, she offers RIAS a smaller role than some
interpretations. Participants and witnesses, too, occasionally characterize the events as
spontaneous, though occasionally disagreement appears, for example, one student who

later recalled of the demonstration in Dresden: “Whether it was an organized

112 Ostermann, Uprising in East Germany, 1953, 210.

113 Gerhard Ritter, “Eine historische Ortsbestimmung” in Roger Engelmann and 1lko-Sascha Kowalczuk
Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Statt: Eine Bestandsaufnahme zum 17. Juni 1953, 29.

114 Engelmann Kowalczuk, “Einfiihrende Bemerkungen” in Volkserhebung gegen den SED-Statt, 13:
“Politische Forderungen entwickelten sich vieleorts spontan.”

115 Karl Wilhelm Frick in Roth, Der 17 Juni in Sachsen, 45, 48-50.

116 1bid, 56.

17 Roth, Der 17 Juni 1953 in Sachsen, 587.
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demonstration, I can no longer say. But | think so.”*'® Of course, others disagree and one
always finds it challenging to refute what a participant remembers happening—especially
when it supports, in some ways, the SED interpretation and it serves as a helpful
reminder that participants’ experiences, of course, varied. Still, an investigation of the
demonstrations’ “spontaneity” proves revealing and one could argue that historians have
been overzealous in dismissing the SED’s major interpretations as fabrications.

Another related task upon which historians have yet to reach agreement concerns
the June 17 events’ historical categorization. Jonathan Sperber has rightfully noted that
the events of June 1953 remain difficult for historians to categorize and contextualize,
partially because of the events’ diminished standing in popular memory.**® One might
also note that the problems faced by citizens in the Dresden region and elsewhere in the
GDR were not unique or memorable ones: low wages, a government that, according to its
critics, bungled and misdirected state resources, and the existence of oppressive state
apparatuses. Citizens saw a regime that kowtowed to a foreign power that undermined
(what they perceived as) a more authentic nationalism and had made the worst of what
still seemed to be a temporary arrangement.*?° But the methods with which they
communicated their frustrations in many ways reveal just as much about the period and
place as the actual demands.

The SED’s contention that the demonstrations had been planned far in advance is

not far-fetched when considered more closely and from a different perspective. In a

118 peter Lange and Sabine RoR, 17. Juni 1953, Zeitzeugen berichten: Protokoll eines Aufstands (Minster:
Lit Verlag, 2004), 159: “Ob es so etwas wie eine organisierte Kundgebung, kann ich nicht mehr sicher
sagen. Ich glaube aber schon”

119 See Jonathan Sperber, “17 June 1953: Revisiting a Revolution,” German History no.4 (Summer 2004):
619-643.

120 The SED still openly and regularly advocated reunification. The “New Course” and the popular belief
that things would soon change helped reinforced this belief.
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recent edited volume, Keith Michael Baker and Dan Edelstein have spearheaded an
investigation into the notion of what they have termed the “revolutionary script.” They
argue that self-conscious revolutionary actors work from an historically informed
revolutionary script that serves as a model for action. The actors might deviate here and
there and improvisation is frequent, but the script provides an outline and a general
narrative. The authors locate the invention of the first modern revolutionary script in
France between 1789 and the Congress of Vienna. Following this period of upheaval, to
proclaim a situation revolutionary or oneself a revolutionary meant carrying out a
performance that followed the established script. The authors further note that after a
crisis, whether financial, political, or military, a “critical mass of actors opts for a
revolutionary diagnosis” and the actions that follow tend to follow a similar pattern.'?:
Silvana Toska points out that the periods prior to revolution often witness the formation
of a “revolutionary culture” whereby certain groups try to exploit unhappiness and
establish a revolutionary consciousness. The first act in the script calls for reform before
actors move to calls for revolution. The present study will examine the spaces where the

revolutionary mentalities and scripts of the June 17 demonstrations originated.*??

The Rival Public Sphere
In Dresden, revolutionary mentalities developed in what I call the rival public
sphere. The rival public sphere, consisting of unsanctioned communications including

foreign broadcasting, rumors, and pamphleteering, and other uncontrollable strata, served

121 Keith Michael Baker and Dan Edelstein, eds, Scripting Revolution, 1-9.

122 Silvana Toska, “The Multiple Scripts of the Arab Revolutions,” in Baker and Edelstein, Scripting
Revolution, 327-331; Keith Michael Baker, “Enlightenment and Revolution in France: Old Problems,
Renewed Approaches,” Journal of Modern History 53 (1981): 281.
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as a counterweight to SED hegemony and emitted authentic public opinion that
challenged the credibility of the government.

Scholars have put forth several arguments regarding the existence of a public
sphere or spheres in the GDR and in its fellow Soviet satellite states. Some also argue
that no genuine public sphere existed or could have existed in a closed system, but that
citizens could retreat in private “niches,” though this concept is probably more applicable
to later the decades in the GDR.?® Some scholars have pointed out that the public sphere
had the potential to challenge the regime in the latter half of the GDR’s existence. For
instance, Peter Hohendahl has argued that a public sphere did indeed exist in what was a
closed society, and that a “revolutionary public sphere” developed in the turbulent period
leading up to the peaceful revolutions of 1989.124 Riihle comes to a similar conclusion
with his study, wherein he attempts to answer the question of how a political publicness
developed alongside the official or simulated public sphere. His research leads him to
conclude that no bourgeois public sphere existed in the GDR because the pre-
conditions—a private economy and the search for money and power—did not exist in the
GDR (though this does require one to disregard black or shadow markets).*?® Instead,
Ruhle suggests the existence of a “second public sphere,” independent from the state in

the 1980s alongside the official one.'?® Originating in the Protestant Church before

123 The notion of a “niche society* comes from Glinter Gaus, who argued in Wo Deutschland liegt: Eine
Ortsbestimmung (Miinchen: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 1987) that citizens in the GDR retreated into
private niches beyond the reach of the state where they could express authentic opinion — similar to the
notion of kleine Offentlichkeiten.

124 Walter Sii, “Revolution und Offentlichkeit in der DDR, 911; Peter Uwe Hohendahl, “Recasting the
Public Sphere,” October 73 (1995): 27-54.

125 Riihle, Entstehung von politischer Offentlichkeit, 59. See also Jiirgen Habermas, “Further Reflections on
the Public Sphere,” in Craig Calhoun, Ed., Habermas and the Public Sphere (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1993), 430. Here, Habermas reminds us that “the structural transformation of the public sphere is
embedded in the transformation of state and economy.”

126 Riihle, Entstehung von politischer Offentlichkeit, 14: “zweite Offentlichkeit”
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establishing networks and becoming a national network, this space found impetus in
changing societal values (Wertewandel) and a generational break that led to heightened
conflict in the 1980s.12” The search for venues outside the home, then, wherein authentic
and anonymous debate could take place led to the formation of “communicative
societies” in the Church. Rlhle contends that these private exchanges in what he labels
the “church public sphere” also functioned as identity-forming exercises and fashioned a
connection between this public (second) public sphere and the lived-in-world and a buffer
between the second public sphere and the official or simulated public sphere.*?® The
second public sphere transformed into a counter public sphere and became intra-regional
through calls for solidarity, signed lists, and declarations of protest.*?® Despite the
prominent role of the church and the peripheral role assigned to Western media (more on
this shortly), Riihle’s model serves as a starting point for a framework of the public
sphere in the early 1950s.

Similar to the notion of broader, translocal public spheres proposed by Hartmut
Kaeble, Gabor T. Rittersporn, Jan Behrends, and Malte Rolf suggest that in order to
locate a public sphere in Soviet-type societies we must first dispense with government-
generated categories of analysis (such as “peasant” or “intellectual”) and broaden our
search for spaces where social relations formed. In other words, “secret spaces” where
individuals could meet privately yielded insufficient results to offer a useful space of
inquiry and they called on historians to consider any framework provided by the state.

That is to say, any place where the state allowed people to come together such as city

127 1bid., 53-4. This dovetails with Catherine Epstein’s suggestion that the SED had become a fossilized
party clinging to outmoded ideals.

128 |pid., 56. “Kommunikationsgesellschaften”; “Kirchen Offentlichkeit”

129 |bid., 68-9; 115-16.
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squares or shops functioned as a public sphere.'® In other words, we can simply locate a
public sphere in the same places where the party expected to educate its citizens. This
stems partially from necessity, as the pervasiveness of the party meant that arenas free
from state intervention were exceedingly rare while social standings and political
leanings prevented the exchanges that distinguish a free society.*3!

Monica Ruthers suggests a useful model based on a general dichotomy of
communications, with legal or “formal communications model” on one hand (or a
representative type) and the “informal communications model” on the other.**? This
informal sector then supplemented the formal sector in a fashion similar to the way a
shadow economy augmented the planned economy. Ruthers points out that informal
networks formed and people spread information by word of mouth among friends, in the
workplace and at school—places that became sources of information and as Riithers puts
it, came to resemble the bourgeois salons, coffeehouses, and reading societies of the
nineteenth century.*3® Other forms of informal communications included vandalism,
violence, refusal of participation, laziness, sabotage, graffiti, song, and jokes, samizdat,

and the consumption of foreign literature. Also pertinent to this study, Rithers notes that

the Stalinist regime withheld or falsified information as a method of control during the

130 Gabor T. Rittersporn et al., “Exploring Public Spheres in Regimes of the Soviet Type — A possible
Approach (Introduction)” in Gabor T. Rittersporn, et al, Eds. Spharen von Offentlichkeit in Gesellschaften
sowjetischen Typs: zwischen partei-staatlicher Selbstinszenierung und kirchlichen Gegenwelten / Public
Spheres in Soviet-Type Societies: Between the Great Show of the Party-State and Religious Counter-
Cultures (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2003), 23-5.

131 |bid., 26-7.

132 Monica Ruthers, “Offentlicher Raum und gesellschaftliche Utopie: Stadtplanung, Kommunikation und
Inszenierung von Macht in der Sowjetunion am Beispiel Moskaus zwischen 1917 und 1964,” in Sphéren
von Offentlichkeit in Gesellschaften sowjetischen Typs, 72-76. Das formelle Kommunikationsmodell; Das
informelle Kommunikationsmodell. While the above categorizations are based on Soviet life in Moscow,
the general arrangement can be imposed quite easily on other soviet-type societies, including, of course, the
early GDR. Riithers also points out that the regime could also use informal types of communication to
demonstrate its power such as intimidation and extralegal violence.

133 |bid., 78.
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revolution from above. Secrecy, too, then, though practiced covertly so as not to betray
the party’s stance as the embodiment of the people (a contrast with absolutist regimes that
also employed this technique), was part of the regime’s communications repertoire.***
Such paradoxes were, according to Rithers, characteristic of the “neo-feudal Stalinist
system of rule.”**® Secrecy did lead, however, to rumors and to an “unrefined” public
sphere and public opinion—a development that will get empirical treatment in this
study.'3® While Riithers imposes these categories of analysis on Soviet Moscow, the

general arrangement can be profitably applied to the GDR, especially in the case of

rumors, which formed one component of the rival public sphere.*%

Rumors

“Rumors are to everyday life in the GDR as bread is to the consumption of food,”
wrote regime opponent and historian Bernd Eisenfeld.!3® Though there is little consensus
regarding how we might define, categorize, and analyze rumors, scholars have certainly
recognized that they are a troublesome and powerful phenomena. Jean-Noél Kapferer
reasons that rumors represent the first type of mass media and despite sharing space with
print, radio, and electronic media, have lost none of their influence. While agreeing with
other scholars who regard rumors as bits of information or news relating to contemporary

affairs, he also notes that rumors exist to convince, rather than stir contemplation or

134 Nor did secrecy jibe with the materialist world outlook as it harkened back to the notion of a cryptic
Christian God.

135 Riithers, “Offentlicher Raum und gesellschaftliche Utopie,” 77: “neo-feudale Stalinistische
Herrschaftssystem”

136 |bid.: “Unqualifizierten”

137 |bid. Note that this puts the “informal communications model” somewhat at odds with Riihle’s
arrangement as he sees foreign broadcasting as having little to do with the “second public sphere.”

138 Bernd Eisenfeld, “Geruchtekiiche der DDR — Die Disinformationspolitik des Ministeriums fir
Staatssicherheit,” WerkstaatGeschichte 15 (1996) 41: “Geriichte gehdrten in der DDR zum Alltag wie das
Brot zum Essen.”
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deliberation. And Kapferer also notes that for too long, researchers have emphasized false
rumors, pointing to numerous cases of true rumors such as the health issues of Reagan,
Brezhnev, Andropov, and Pompidou. Furthermore, he notes that rumors demand
categorization that separates them from the authentic diffusion of news.'3® Sociologist
Tamotsu Shibutani categorizes rumors as “improvised”” news borne from collective
conversation. He and others have pointed out that earlier thinkers painted rumors as the
pathological manifestations of “rumor mongers” rather than something endemic to all
societies—especially in times of unrest or social strain.’*® Along these lines, Timothy
Tackett views rumors as “statements communicated in times of uncertainty, ambiguity,
and perceived dangers that help people explain the situation they are confronting and
develop responses.” 14

Cass Sunstein argues that people accept false rumors as true based on our hopes
and fears—emotions that certainly run high in times of great uncertainty. He sees rumors
spreading in the form of a “cascade,” as we tend to rely on others for information and
quite often these are individuals who think like we do. The most significant impediment
to such occurrences is the availability of impartial information, which was not easy to
access in Stalinist states.*? Such a conception of rumors offers us insight into the volatile

situation in Dresden in the days before the June 17 Uprising. As this study will show, this

last theory of the rumor is certainly reminiscent of one put forth by the SED in its

139 Jean-Noél Kapferer, Rumors: Uses, Interpretations, and Images (New Brunswick: Transaction
Publishers, 1990), 1-10.

140 Tamotsu Shibutani, Improvised News: A Sociological Study of Rumor (Indianapolis/New York: The
Bobbs-Merrill Company, Inc., 1966), 8; Terry Ann Knopf, Rumors, Race and Riots (New Brunswick:
Transaction Publishers, 2006).

141 Timothy Tackett, “Rumors and Revolution: The Case of the September Massacres” French History and
Civilization 4 (2011): 56.

142 Cass R. Sunstein, On Rumors: How Falsehoods Spread, Why We Believe Them, What Can Be Done
(London: Allen Lane, Penguin, 2009), 1-11.
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analyses of improvised news. Above all, such improvised news helps explain or make
sense of a situation based on the available information. Tabitha Leigh Ewing has argued
for the historicity of rumors and their presence in the historical record. While refuting the
conception of rumors as pathological, she adopts Clifford Geertz’s contention that
rumors, with all their inventiveness should be construed as “imaginative works built out
of social materials” and sees them and their production and transmission as a form of
political participation.!*® Drawing from these studies, this study will show that rumors, as
part of the rival public sphere, constituted improvised news with varying degrees of
veracity and allowed for a distinct form of political participation in a dictatorship.

While rumors have received only passing attention from scholars of East German
protest, other more visible acts and institutions have found ample space in the
literature.}** GDR-specific forms of protest to add to Ruther’s categories above included
leaving and visiting the West, though whether this constituted an act of protest has stirred
some historiographical contention. We can also add notable outside groups that actively
countered the SED ( at least in the early 1950s) such as the Investigative Committee of
Liberal Jurists (Untersuchungsausschuss freiheitlicher Juristen), the Taskforce against
Inhumanity (Kampfgruppe gegen Unmenschlichkeit), the SPD-Eastern Office (SPD-

OSTBURO), and finally, the notorious RIAS.1%°

143 Ewing, Rumor, Diplomacy, and War in Enlightenment Paris, 1-17; Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation
of Cultures: Selected Essays by Clifford Geertz (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 449. In the passage cited
by Ewing, Geertz is referencing cultural forms, which he argues should be treated as “texts, or imaginative
works.”

144 For a good example of rumors in the early GDR, see Lars-Broder Keil and Sven Felix Kellerhof,
Geruchte machen Geschichte: Folgenreiche Falschmeldungen im 20. Jahrhundert (Berlin: Ch. Links
Verlag, 2013), especially chapter five for the role of rumor in the Amikéfer controversy.

145 Ulrike Poppe et al, “Opposition, Widerstand und Widerstandiges Verhalten in der DDR.
Forschungsstand — Grundlinien — Probleme,” in Ulrike Poppe et al, Zwischen Selbstbehauptung und
Anpassung: Formen des Widerstandes und der Opposition in der DDR (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag. 1995),
16-19.
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Franziska Kuschel’s recent study is a superb examination of RIAS and other
western outlets as key players in the GDR’s media landscape.'#® Like Riihle, she notes
that Habermas’s bourgeois public sphere and the open, rational, and critical debate it
engendered is not applicable to the GDR with its governmental restrictions. Instead, she
introduces the framework of a “rival public sphere.” Building on the work of sociologists
Jurgen Gerhards and Friedhelm Neidhardt and communications scholar Michael Meyen,
she further breaks down the categories of publicness as follows: 1) arenas of mass media,
2) organized groups, 3) smaller, unorganized encounters, and 4.) internal—for instance
letters and petitions composed by an individual. RIAS, she argues, which constituted one
of the two major mass mediums in the GDR, influenced the exchanges that took place
within the other three categories. For example, through communal listening (and later,
watching), friends, colleagues, and students discussed, during chance encounters, the
information they heard listening to RIAS.*4

The present study builds on these ideas with an empirical assessment of their
manifestations in the Dresden region. The rival sphere here constituted local and national
arenas for the exchange of information outside of the official public sphere and allowed
for the production of what we can recognize as authentic public opinion. Composed of
the exchange of illicit ideas and critiques that took the form of rumors, illegal leaflets,
and other types of informal communications. The records evaluated here bring to light the

SED’s very real fear that residents undermined the regime when authorities were not

146 Franziska Kuschel, Schwarzhorer, Schwarzseher und Heimliche Leser: Die DDR und die Westmedien
(Géttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2016), 10: “Konkurrierende Offentlichkeit”; David Bathrick, The Powers of
Speech: The Politics of Culture in the GDR (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1995), 34-5, 45-50.
Bathrick identifies three spheres of publicness: one official, one “counter,” and another formulated by the
media based in West Germany.

147 Kuschel, Schwarzharer, Schwarzseher und Heimliche Leser, 10-14.
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present (and sometimes when they were). Ultimately, the criticism, exchanges, and, ideas
that circulated within these uncontrollable strata allowed the regime to become
challengeable in the summer of 1953. Thus, we will see that in June of 1953, the rival
public sphere provided the space where revolution became thinkable and cultivated the
script for its enactment.

The study is divided into five chapters. Chapter one examines the official public
sphere and the methods used by the SED to represent publicness and power in the
Dresden Region. Drawing on the concepts of representational power hitherto outlined, |
insist that the SED’s goals bore semblance to those used by early modern rulers, and that
the ensuing representative publicness should be also understood as a modern and
distinctly Cold War solution to the age-old challenge of establishing and maintaining
legitimacy. The chapter will examine the re-founding of domestic radio stations in
Dresden, the popularity they enjoyed in the region, and the programming they aired.
Analysis of this programming will show that the SED aimed to construct an imagined
community of listeners and supporters in national and international realms, thus
bolstering their claims of popular approval. This chapter also offers an analysis of the
visual methods used by the SED to project power into public space and concludes with an
exploration of Stalin’s death and the opportunities it presented the regime to represent its
authority through choreographed display, ritual, and the publicization of such activities.

Chapter two examines the rival public sphere in the Dresden region. As a source
of authentic public opinion, the rival public sphere challenged the vision and planning of
the SED and thus its authority and legitimacy. Rumors, and to a lesser extent, leaflets,

also served to undermine the government and adopted an increasingly rebellious tone
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following Stalin’s death. The chapter will also examine RIAS’s programming, which
delivered news that a large portion of the population in the GDR deemed to be more
credible than that delivered by the GDR and stimulated conversations and action that
undermined its government. Furthermore, it will show that through this programming,
RIAS built an imagined community of all Germans that was integrated into the West. The
survey concludes with an analysis of how RIAS and rumor conceived of Stalin’s death
and the GDR’s future in March, 1953.

Chapter three surveys the volatile period between the announcements of the New
Course and the eve of the June 17 demonstrations. Research here shows that RIAS and
especially rumors challenged the regime’s ability to maintain an appearance of authority
and misinformation—often construed as disinformation by the SED—whittled away at
the prestige of the GDR’s leaders and brought about a crisis of legitimacy for the
government. Furthermore, analysis will show that the narratives of real events took on
new life in the imaginations of residents and the chapter will demonstrate that this
allowed revolution to become thinkable: the rival public sphere became a revolutionary
public sphere.

Chapter four examines how East Germans communicated knowledge of events on
June 16 and 17. Research here investigates the function of rumors and radio in shaping
collective action as well as RIAS’s role in endowing the demonstrations with all-German
imaginings, which contributes to the debate surrounding the role of nationalism. Chapter
five surveys the aftermath of the demonstrations and considers how the regime projected
authority in the official public sphere and its opposition challenged such efforts in the

rival public sphere.
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Chapter One

Representational Culture in the Dresden Region, 1945-1953

“Dresden and Leipzig radio stations appeared as the primary representatives of Middle-
Germany Radio, and therefore, representatives of Saxony’s political, intellectual, and
cultural life, once again, through a tribune of the airwaves.”

-Senior Councilor, Department of Popular Education — Radio, GDR?

“Who represents Dresden in the airwaves, who carries the name of our city throughout
the entire world? It’s our regional station, Radio Dresden!”

- Séchsische Zeitung?

“It must appear democratic, but everything must be in our hands.”

-Walter Ulbricht®
“Radio—a decisive organ of state power.”

- Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands*

“A bleak stone desert.”®> So Dresden appeared to one West German journalist in

1951 who regretted that a city noted for its beauty and cultural history had suffered such

! Obberregierungsrat (Doberenz), Abt. Allg.Volkserziehung — Rundfunk — an den Betriebsratsvorsitzenden
beim Landessender Dresden, 7 Dezember, 1947 (SachsHStA 11376 Nr. 4521, 0117): “Die Sender Dresden
und Leipzig traten als erste Represéntanten des Mitteldeutschen Rundfunks und somit als Représentanten
des politischen,- des geistigen und des kulturellen Lebens Sachsens wieder auf die Tribiine des Funks im
Ather.”

2 “Unser Landessender — eine Visitenkarte Dresdens” Sachsische Zeitung March 22, 1957 (SachsHStA
11376 Nr. 4512/0024): “Wer vertritt Dresden im Ather, wer tragt den Namen unserer Stadt in aller Welt
Hinaus? Es ist unser Landessender Dresden!”

3 Karl-Wilhelm Fricke, Der Wahrheit verpflichtet: Texte aus fiinf Jahrzehnten zur Geschichte der DDR
(Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2000), 366: “Es muf} demokratisch aussehen, aber wir miissen alles in der Hand
haben.”

4 «“Vorlage Betr.: Verbesserung der Rundfunkarbeit - Beschlussvorschlag,” Sekretariat des ZK Agitation,
Der/Wi, 23.11.51 (SAPMO-BArch DR 6 Nr. 314): “Der Rundfunk ein entscheidenes Organ der
Staatsmacht”
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destruction in wartime bombing. Making their way through the city, the author’s group
stumbled across a number of depressing sights. The sanatorium at Weif3er Hirsch, which
had attracted guests from around the world, now seemed as if it belonged to a different
era entirely, as did the city’s status as a cultural center where visitors had lined up to see
Rafael’s Madonna at the Gemaldegalerie. Dresden, a place Richard Wagner once called
home and the site of the premiere of Richard Strauss’s Die schweigsame Frau, seemed to
have been literally and figuratively swept away by war. Trimmerfrauen, along with tired
and joyless workers charged with rebuilding the city for their “Red Masters” now
inhabited the city.® Esteemed cultural institutions appeared neglected in lieu of public
establishments that provided essential services focused on rudimentary needs or the
politics of occupation, like the Handelsorganization, or H.O.s—state-run stores—the city
council, and barracks for Soviet soldiers. Images with the nation’s new leaders, Otto
Grotewohl, Wilhelm Pieck, and the leader of the future, Joseph Stalin, now hung in
public spaces.” In short, Dresden, in the eyes of critics, embodied something along the
lines of a “tragic city”—a place losing its tradition behind banners and posters that
(falsely) promised residents a better future under leadership in close association with the
victorious Soviet Union.®

A short trip on the streetcar to the WeilRer Hirsch neighborhood, perched in the
hills above the Elbe, revealed to the author’s group that the Albrechtsberg Palace had

been transformed into a “Pioneer Palace” on the Soviet model and named for Walter

> K., H., “Dresden verlor sein Gesicht,” Berliner Anzeiger, 25 November 1951 (DRA Potsdam: RIAS
Ostarchiv Dresden, 3, Standort: 363/7/1): “Eine Trostlose Steinwiiste”

8 Ibid. Trimmerfrauen, or “rubble women” was the name given to women seen moving the rubble
produced by the war’s destruction—a term used throughout the German speaking cities of Europe: “rotten
Herren”

7 1hid.

8 lbid.: “Tragodie einer Stadt”
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Ulbricht, the “best friend of the youth.”® At nearby Auf dem Meisenberg, one would find
comfortable villas that housed the Party big-wigs— the so-called Bonzen—and other
beneficiaries of the adopted Soviet system. Nothing remained of the neighborhood’s
traditional elegance as Red Army Officers strolled in front of the Spa. Luisenhof, once a
popular restaurant, still overlooked the Elbe and offered a view of the cityscape, but now
operated as a state-run eatery. From this point, visitors could see Dresden’s silhouette
missing some its most recognizable landmarks, most notably the dome of the
Frauenkirche. The famous church would remain a pile of rubble for the duration of the
GDR’s existence, an inverse monument to fascism and its destructive powers.°

Across the Elbe River in the picturesque Old City, the Western visitors noted
other changes to Dresden’s built environment, such as the disappearance of the King
Albert monument, recently melted down for scrap metal to help fuel the government’s
Five-Year Plan. Socialist objectives had compelled authorities to strip the interior of the
Zwinger palace during the larger rebuilding effort and, according to the visitors, a good
number of paintings had traveled eastward. Several blocks away visitors would find the
Postplatz, a traffic exchange and one of the busiest public spaces in the city. Residents
waiting there for the streetcar experienced Dresden’s new postwar soundscape,
broadcasted from a loudspeaker hanging above their heads that transmitted slogans from

the National Front, a forced alliance of the mass organizations and block parties.** What

exactly came out of that loudspeaker on that particular day in November of 1951 is

% Ibid.: “beste Freund der Jugend.”

10 Barbara Gruening, “Transition, Memory and Narrations in the Urban Space: The Case of East German
Cities,” in Urban Plots and Organizing Cities, ed. Giovanna Sonda et al. (Surrey: MPG Books, 2010);
Elizabeth Ten Dyke, Dresden : Paradoxes of Memory in History (New York: Routledge, 2001).

K., H., “Dresden verlor sein Gesicht.”
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difficult to say, though one can surmise that it probably related to the audible
representation of the SED’s socialist vision.

This chapter analyzes how the SED represented its authority and legitimacy in the
Dresden region from 1945 until 1953. It will examine the regime’s construction of an
official public sphere or, more cynically, “phony public sphere,” through radio and visual
display. Analysis pertains to the regional authorities’ re-establishment of local radio and
(to a lesser extent) print media for the representation of an imagined, transnational public
sphere designed to impart the legitimacy of the new regime and to orient residents
eastward by incorporating them into the Eastern Bloc under Soviet leadership. This
international imagined community, bound by members’ commitment to a socialist world
order served, to underscore the righteousness of the SED’s vision and its widespread
acceptance.

The chapter will conclude that the SED’s efforts to establish its broadcasting
apparatuses as powerful instruments to disseminate news while representing public
opinion struggled not only to reach listeners, but also to win their confidence. One traces
some of the problems attending this process to early technical difficulties stemming from
wartime destruction and others derived from the SED’s lack of a popular mandate. The
chapter will then survey other methods by which the SED represented its legitimacy and
power, such as through banners, images of leaders, “Friendship corners,” and
“enlightenment centers.” Finally, the SED employed orchestrated and publicized
demonstrations to project visually an image of mass support in the form of massive

crowds.*2

12 | borrow this phrase, though not its application, from Kaeble, “The European Public Sphere” in Building
a European Public Sphere, 22. | also borrow from Anderson, Imagined Communities, 4-9.
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A central component of the new East German nationalism included a focus on the
formation of an anti-fascist and internationalist citizenry. The state administration in
Saxony argued that the deeds of fascism had discredited propaganda in the minds of
Germans, which during the Nazi period amounted to the malicious dissemination of lies
and slander. Still, the SED recognized the essential role of propaganda, pointing to the
importance of its propaganda department to the larger nation-building mission while
trying to distance itself from the negative history of the National Socialists.
Unsurprisingly, the propaganda of the GDR was to be the “exact opposite” of its
predecessor and spread “the truth,” even if such truths were difficult ones.!® The GDR’s
propaganda would also serve as an instrument that would cut through or across any social
castes and privileged groups to enlighten and educate all Germans. The “spiritual rubble
of the past” was to be liquidated, and a new people created.** The socialists would need
to rely heavily on radio to transmit this new internationalist nationalism—a task made all

the more difficult by the postwar condition of the region’s broadcasting systems.

Re-founding Local and Regional Radio
In the months following the war’s end, regional authorities rebuilt and re-
established radio in Dresden as a means by which they could broadcast a political vision

for the future and build one of the cornerstones of the official public sphere. It took only

13 “Abteilung Propaganda,” Rechenschaftshericht — Volksbildung, Landesverwaltung Sachsen,
Herausgegeben vom Landesnachrichtenamt des Bundeslandes Sachsen Vertrieb: Dresden: Landesdruckerei
Sachsen GmbH [undated document, but before 1952] (SdchsHStA 11376 Nr. 4504/0074): “genaue
Gegenteil

14 1bid.: “die geistigen Trimmer aus der Vergangenheit”
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five days for Radio Berlin to resume broadcasting amid the rubble, but things took a little
longer in the Dresden region.™®

Prior to 1945, there existed three regional stations: Gorlitz, Dresden, and Leipzig,
each technically maintained by the postal administration. On May 8, 1945, Dresden’s
transmitting equipment had been destroyed, although the machinery in nearby Leipzig
remained operational, or at least in much better shape, and was fully functional by the fall
of 1945. Led by confirmed anti-fascist Rudolph Pfutzner, who oversaw a staff of around
sixty, the station had begun transmitting programming produced in Berlin on September
1, 1945.16 At this point, Berlin still received content by courier and SMAD required
original programming to be routed through censors, which resulted in news that was no
longer so current. Meanwhile, the non-functioning station in Dresden, which had a rating
of only 1.5kW, had been temporarily placed in an inn and staff awaited orders and
approval to begin transmitting Leipzig programming. Those with basic reception
capabilities within fifty-one kilometers would be able to receive such programming.
More distant reception was impossible because the radio tower for the station in Gorlitz,
the second largest city in the region, originally constructed of wood, had been damaged
during fighting on May 8.17 On November 20, 1945, Mitteldeutsche Rundfunk-

Gesellschaft celebrated its founding and on December 7, 1945, and transmitted its first

15 Deutschland Sender was in operation again by fall 1945. For more on radio and nationalism, see Carolyn
Birdsall, Nazi Soundscapes, especially pages 109-119; Simon Frith, Performing Rites: On the Value of
Popular Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996). For radio in the GDR see Reiner Stein, Vom
Fernsehen und Radio der DDR zur ARD: die Entwicklung und Neuordnung des Rundfunkwesens in den
Neuen Bundesléandern (Marburg, Tectum Verlag, 2000), 32-48; Klaus Arnold and Christoph Classen, eds.
Zwischen Pop und Propaganda: Radio in der DDR (Berlin: Ch. Links, 2004); for media as a weapon of
dictatorship, see Gunter HolzweiRig, Die scharfste Waffe der Partei. Eine Mediengeschichte der DDR
(Kéln: Béhlau Verlag 2002).

16 «“Abteilung Propaganda,” Rechenschaftsbericht — Volksbildung. BI.76; “Rundfunk in der Ostzone,”
Neues Deutschland Nr. 265 vom 12.11.1948 (SachsHStA 11376 Nr. 4512/0068).

7 Landesnachrichtenamt Abteilung Rundfunk/Landesverwaltung Sachsen Inneres und Volksbildung,
Kihn, Vizeprésident und die Sowjetisch-Militarische-Administration, z.Hd. des Herrn Obltn. Kudrin,
Dresden N6, Bautzner Str. 130. 28.11.1945.



64

broadcast to the public out of Leipzig at noon with the words: “This is Middle-Germany
Radio including Stations in Dresden and Leipzig.”®

The Landessender Dresden served as the city’s radio station until the GDR’s
broadcasting systems underwent a massive re-organization in 1952 (more on this later).
Although designated a Landessender, the station remained underpowered at 1.5kW for
quite some time and despite plans to boost its transmission capabilities, the station’s
broadcasts did not reach those beyond the city limits. SMAD ordered that the five
Landessender (Schwerin, Potsdam, Weimar, Halle, and Dresden) increase their power to
20kW but this had not happened by the end of 1946 in Dresden, prompting the radio
department to write the newly formed SED and express their concerns regarding the
station’s anemic output. Uncertainties with regard to the greater political arrangements of
postwar Europe also led to concerns within the party and among leaders who felt that a
functioning radio system would provide influence and protections against reactionary
elements. The intendant of the station envisioned its role as an institution in the socialists’
propagandizing arsenal, and thus more transmitting power could only help, though
approval had to come from the state executive committee of Saxony.*®

With a basic radio delivery system in place by 1946, the radio department noted
that efforts to broadcast propaganda had intensified and it appeared some early self-
congratulations were in order, with officials boasting that all strata of society—workers,

farmers, artists, women, and youths—now received broadcasts. “That which had only

18 “Mitteldeutsche Rundfunk Gesellschaft in Dresden, Volksstimme vom 24.11.45 (SachsHStA 11376 Nr.
4521, 0022); “Erste Sendung der Mitteldeutschen Rundfunkgesellschaft,” Volksstimme Dresden, Nr. 72
(SachsHStA 11376 Nr. 4521/0021); Werner Doberenz, “Zwei Jahre Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk,”
Séachsische Zeitung, (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4512/0019).

19 «An die Sowjetische Militarverwaltung Im Bundeslande Sachsen Herrn General Dubrowsky, Dresden
21 Oktober 1946 (S&chsHStA 11856 IV/A Nr. 264, Bl.1); “Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk — Sender Dresden an
den Landvorstand Sachsen der SED, Dresden,” 5.11.1946 Abt. Intendanz. Betr.: Verstarkung der
Sendestation des Landessenders Dresden (SachsHStA 11856 IV/A Nr. 264, Bl.2).
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been conceivable in Saxony’s public life [had been] put to use as radio propaganda,”
noted one report.?’ Though the SED did not yet control the region, behind these efforts
stood the anti-fascist parties and the labor unions with Soviet backing. But first,
authorities had to overcome several technical matters and although its propaganda
department claimed that listeners—and voters—had been won over, such a celebration
proved premature.

By June of 1947, SMAD controlled two GroRsender in the Soviet Zone, Berlin
and Leipzig, each utilizing 120kW transmitters, while only two of the Landessender
(Schwerin and Halle) had been upgraded to 20kW.?! At the head of the Dresden station
sat Dr. Mauthner along with artistic director Richard Walter Hahnewald and conductor
Hans-Hendrik Wehding.?? Mauthner petitioned the State Executive Committee - Saxony
(Landesvorstand Sachsen der SED) to upgrade his station from late 1946, and the postal
administration (Oberpostdirektion) in Dresden had poured the necessary concrete in
preparation for the upgrade, but the plan to upgrade Dresden to 20kW in the second half
of 1947 remained unfulfilled.?® Headway towards upgrading Radio Dresden into a true
Landessender (also designated as an affiliated station to MDR, meaning it would also
transmit the larger station’s programming) lagged behind peer stations. The listening

zone for Dresden remained restricted from the SW-NE axis to a 15-20 km listening

20 “Bericht des Rundfunks tiber den Volksentscheid,” Kiihn, Abteilung Rundfunk an das Sekretariat der
Abt. Volksbildung, 1.7.1946 (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4508/0097): “‘und was sonst im offentlichen Leben
Sachsens nur Denkbar ist, wurde fiir die Propaganda im Sender in Anspruch genommen.

2L See “Zwei Jahre Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk: “Berliner Rundfunk und seiner sender gruppe der
Mitteldeutsche Rundfunk mit seinen Landessendern Dresden, Weimar und Halle.”

22 |bid.

23 Ibid.:“Verstirkung der Sendestation des Landessenders Dresden” (SachsHStA 11856 1\V/A Nr. 264,
BI.2).
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area.?* A review of the station in December, 1948 by the Sachsische Zeitung noted that
the station still operated at 1.5kW and that the power upgrade had failed to materialize
due to the Berlin Airlift.> Not until 1950 did Radio Dresden finally received its power

upgrade.?

Radio’s Potential Sphere of Influence

In late November of 1945, estimates put the number of residents in the federal
state of Saxony at approximately five-to-six million residents, of whom there were an
estimated 750,000 radio listeners or at least potential radio listeners.?” This estimate is
based on the 375,000 radio owners registered at the post office and authorities concluded
that the number of radio listeners could potentially double this figure.?® Another estimate
by the Saxon government placed the actual number of residents in the region influenced
by the large stations in Dresden and Leipzig at around two million. The task then, for the
SED, was an obvious one: to better connect the regime to the people. By the end of 1947,
more self-congratulations were in order. Authorities boasted that radio, an instrument
misused by the Nazi regime, had successfully reemerged, with increased listenership,
under their watch as a tool with which to educate Germans in a democratic fashion.

Statistics published by the Sachsische Zeitung placed listenership in Saxony at 500,000 in

24 «Betr.: Strahlungsanlage des Landessender Dresden,” Technische Betriebsleitung, Dresden den 5. Juni
1947 (S&chsHStA 11856 IV/A Nr. 264, BL.5).

25 Werner Doberenz, “Drei Jahre Landessender Dresden: Im Dienst unserer demokratischen Entwicklung,”
S&chsische Zeitung Nr. 285 vom 8.12.1948 (SachsHStA 11376 Nr. 4512/0069).

2 «Bericht tiber Horerumfrage des Landessenders Dresden,” Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk Landessender
Dresden, Dresden, 20.1.-4.2. und 5.-17.2.51. (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4522/0046-47). It is not entirely clear
from this document if the increased transmitting capacity was the 20kW increase ordered in 1946, but the
report notes that sending capacity was substantially increased at this time.

27 “Landesnachrichtenamt Abteilung Rundfunk/Landesverwaltung Sachsen Inneres und Volksbildung,
Kiihn,” Vizeprasident und die Sowjetisch-Militarische-Administration, z.Hd. des Herrn Obltn. Kudrin,
Dresden N6, Bautzner Str. 130. 28.11.1945.

28 «Bericht des Rundfunks tber den Volksentscheid,” Kiihn, Abteilung Rundfunk an das Sekretariat der
Abt. Volksbildung, 1.7.1946 (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4508/0097); “Landesnachrichtenamt Abteilung
Rundfunk/Landesverwaltung Sachsen Inneres und Volksbildung, Kithn.”
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January of 1946 and almost one million by October 1947.2° Estimates of listenership in
Saxony could derive from two types of estimates, one based on registered receivers and
the other based on the volume of listener mail. The latter drew on experience that
suggested between sixty and ninety listeners existed per listener letter received.*® Of
course such estimates cannot reliably asses (nor do they attempt to appraise) how many
listeners might gather around one radio or interpersonally transmit radio broadcasts
which would extend radio’s reach (more on this in chapter two). Unrepresented in these
statistics was the number of Saxons who turned in foreign broadcasting from the West,
which amounted to a direct challenge to the SED’s rule. In other words, these types of
surveys did not account for what stations listeners preferred.

The existing qualitative evidence regarding listenership suggests that technical
issues negatively affected audience size or at least irritated listeners through at least 1951.
A listenership survey in the eastern section of Saxony based on 432,000 questionnaires
distributed to the population in the region that yielded 9,002 responses noted the lack of a
connection between Dresden radio and its listeners, while the paltry number of letters
received per month (60) suggested tepid listener interest.3! Note here that this survey
refers only to Radio Dresden, which often carried programming produced by the larger
station in Leipzig, though listeners often failed to differentiate between the two.
Regardless of the broadcast’s perceived origin, 41% of 4007 respondents in Dresden
complained of interference (a whistling sound) and the number increased to 56% at night.

Reception difficulties only increased as one moved westward towards Gorlitz where

2 «7wei Jahre Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk.”

30 «“Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk an den Landesvorstand Sachsen SED,” z.H. des. Genossen Hans Schrecker
24. Mérz 1949 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 264 Bl.42).

3L «Bericht tiber Horerumfrage des Landessenders Dresden,” Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk Landessender
Dresden, 1951, 0047-48.



68

residents needed wired radio or a high-quality receiver.® In fact, Radio Prague could be
heard more clearly in this area.>® These concerns may not have directly prompted the
erection of a wired public announcement system, but the construction of one could boost
listenership as the audience would be essentially captive. Residents could control radio
when inside their homes or private spaces but authorities (first SMAD, then the SED) in
Dresden and elsewhere in the GDR could create an official soundscape by broadcasting

directly into public space with strategically placed loudspeaker systems

“Stadtfunk:” City Radio and the Construction of a Socialist Soundscape

The Stadtfunk (localized public announcement systems) and its speaker system
served as one of the SED’s audible representations of legitimacy in the public sphere and
a messenger of a new internationalist orientation.®* Political instructions arrived on
September 9, 1945 in the form of order Nr. 78 from SMAD, which permitted the
construction of public loudspeaker systems that were capable of transmitting at low and
high frequencies via wire. SMAD charged the postal service with the system’s technical
fabrication while the communication department within the Landesverwaltung Sachsen
managed the studios and developed programming. Such arrangements were to be
constructed in all the locales of Saxony deemed necessary by administrative survey. In
the Dresden Region, this included communities within Bautzen, Dippoldiswalde, Dresden,

Kamenz, Lobau, Meilien , Pirna, as well as several in Niesky and Zittau where existing

32 |bid., 0049.

33 Ibid.

3 1 will use the German Stadtfunk throughout rather than the English “public announcement system.”
3 Landesverwaltung Sachsen Inneres und Volksbildung, (gez. Althaus), Abteilung Nachrichtenwesen
Rundfunk, 1/3C, Dresden- A50, den 30..12.45, Fernspr. 52031 (65) an alle Oberbilirgermeister und
Landréte. (SdchsHStA 11376 Nr. 4513/0264).
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systems had been damaged.3® The “free cities” of Radebeul and Freital had no equipment
of their own.’

In February of 1946, Dresden had seven loudspeakers while Gorlitz had five,
MeiRen ten, Pirna three, Riesa fourteen, and Zittau seven.® By the end of the month,
officials claimed in the local newspaper that an additional seventy speakers had been
ordered for Dresden and awaited installation in the city’s busiest traffic points as well as
in peripheral zones. In Dresden, a studio at Stadthaus Karl-Marx-Platz had been prepared
and would soon be in operation. Programming was to serve the public by not only
broadcasting official proclamations, but also news relating to traffic conditions and other
things of “general interest,” along with of course, political reports, signifying that party
leaders viewed the Stadtfunk system as an instrument of didactic capabilities.*

By 1949, the Stadtfunk system in Dresden had started to take shape, though the
earlier public estimates of its expansion cited above proved a bit overzealous. Through
the first of January that year, six new substations for the Stadtfunk were created around
the city, including units at Neustadter Markt and Grunaer StraRe—points of heavy public
traffic. Each substation consisted of a twenty-watt amplifier, a loudspeaker (either
directed or omni-directional) and for 1949, two omni-directional speakers per every
fifteen watts. In Gorlitz, too, efforts to improve the Stadtfunk meant a technical
modernization of the broadcasting capabilities, with new facilities and microphones. Just

as importantly, engineers worked at that time to connect the Stadtfunk system to the

3% Gez. A. Althaus, Landesverwaltung Sachsen, Nachrichtenwesen, A/? 1/3 C, Dresden, den 8.2.1946 an die
Oberpostdirektion Dresden, Abteilung 2B (SdchsHStA 11376 Nr. 4513/0240). Excluding those with fewer
than 5,000 residents.

37 Ibid. “Kreisfreie,” or without a county. This arrangement ended after the Second Party Conference in
1952 and the cities fell under Dresden’s regional administration.

3 |bid., B1.0248.

39 «“Aufbau den Dresdener Stadtfunks,” Auszug aus Sachsische Volkszeitung” Nr. 45 vom 23.2.46
Dresdener Ausgabe, Seite 6. (SachsHStA 11376 Nr. 4513/0270).



70

Betriebsfunk (more on this shortly) at VEB LOWA (Vereinigung Volkseigener Betriebe
Lokomotiv- und Waggonbau—state-owned factory that produced train locomotives and
cars), the largest workplace in the city and later the focal point the June 17
demonstrations in Gorlitz.*

By the beginning of 1952, the SED had installed twenty-two loudspeaker units in
Dresden with plans for twenty-two more for the year, though it remains difficult to know
the final number as broadcasting responsibilities shifted quite a bit after the Second Party
Congress of 1952 and the reorganization and centralization of the GDR’s radio
activities.*! Important public spaces in the city, including the Postplatz mentioned earlier,
and Platz der Einheit ( today, Albertplatz), now broadcasted national and local
programming through twenty-five watt loudspeakers directly at passersby and crowds
waiting for streetcars.*? By the spring of 1952 Gorlitz had 18 functioning public
loudspeakers.** Among smaller locales, Bautzen had 26, Lébau 12.4 The SED continued
to amplify its transmitting power in Dresden and smaller towns in its region thus

establishing an essential component of the official public sphere.*

40 _andesregierung Sachsen Minst. f. Volksbildung, H.A. Allgem.Volkserziehg., Presse-Rundfunk-
Aufklarung. VII3 B-D, Dresden, A50, den 16.1.1950, August-Bebel-Str.19 Hausapp. 283/568 Li/Kl, S4
(S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4548/0021).

4l «“Volkswirtschaftsplan 1952 (Entwicklungsplan),” Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik —
Staatliche Plankommission — Dresden — Stadtfunk (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 2323/0004).

42 «“Analyse zum Volkswirtschaftsplan 1952 — Entwicklungsplan der Volkseigenen 6rtlichen Wirtschaft —
Stadtfunk Dresden,” 12.3.52. (SdchsHStA 11376 Nr. 2323/0005).

43 «“Volkswirtschaftsplan 1952 (Entwicklungsplan),” Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik —
Staatliche Plankommission — Gorlitz — Stadtfunk (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 2323/0008).

44 «Volkswirtschaftsplan 1952 (Entwicklungsplan),” Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik —
Staatliche Plankommission — Kreis Bautzen — Stadtfunk 5.23.52 (SdchsHStA 11376 Nr. 2323/0010);
“Volkswirtschaftsplan 1952 (Entwicklungsplan),” Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik —
Staatliche Plankommission — Lébau — Stadtfunk 10.5.52 (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 2323/0026).

45 This did not hold for all cities in the GDR: neighbor-city Leipzig still lacked a working Stadtfunk system
in early 1950.
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Betriebsfunk: Representing in the Workplace

Another method by which the state audibly represented its authority in public
space included the Betriebsfunk system, or workplace radio systems that broadcasted
directly to workers within the confines of the workplace. As with the traditional systems
developed in the GDR, intentions here were also largely political: to influence the labor
force and the conversations held in the workplace. The erection of the Betriebsfunk
system under SED guidance dates to 1948, though a detailed overview is largely absent
from the record as the origins of this endeavor were rather sporadic and the formation of
the system lacked centralized direction. The impetus behind the scheme likely stemmed
from the earlier use of factory loudspeaker systems and their employment in certain
situations to provide what SED termed “supplemental agitation in certain political
situations” or the transmission of “educational lectures” to prod recalcitrant party
members. This task at first fell largely to the SED’s Betriebsgruppen and the growth of
the system could be traced to the labors of the same authorities behind the regional
broadcasting institutions. The radio authorities thus became the first to impose
organization along political lines with regard to the Betriebsfunk.*®

The SED received reports out of the most important workplaces in the Zone that
the programs aired sparked lively conversation among workforces and by the fall of 1948,
the General Directorship for Radio Stations in the Soviet Occupied Zone (General
Intendanz der Rundfunksender der sowjetisch-besetzten Zone), perhaps sensing the
power of this tool, ordered the strengthening of Betriebsfunk systems’ technical and

political capabilities. The Riesa Steelworks in the Dresden Region [the future Dresden

46 “Betr.: Die Entwicklung des Betriebsfunks” (SAPMO-BArch DY 34 Nr. 1688): “zusitzlichen Agitation
in bestimmtem politischen Fragen zu benutzen; Schulungsvortrige.”
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Region, that is] served as the pilot plant, working with Landessender Dresden, the
region’s main station. At the urging of the directorship, the RFT (Rundfunk und
Fernmeldetechnik — Radio and Telecommunications) standardized the equipment.
Regional radio stations took charge of programming and trained broadcasters.*’

By April, 1950, a number of important work places in and around Dresden,
including Stahl und Walzwerk Riesa, Einsen und Stahlwerk Gréditz, TU Hochshule
Dresden, LOWA Waggonbau Gorlitz, and the massive Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz had
functioning Betriebsfunk systems that continued to expand. These in particular could
transmit broadcasts from Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk through a studio receiver (usually by
radio, rather than wire, with the exception of Riesa Groditz).*® By 1951, a number of
workplaces also had the ability to record the conversations that took place, a tool that the
party recognized as one that could offer insights into workers’ daily lives.*® But the
Betriebsfunk worked best as a propagandizing method with which to establish Soviet
strength, for example with the themes such as “Soviet Work Methods” that told the story
of three Stakhanovites.>° Betriebsfunk also functioned as a means to shoot down rumors
or what the party perceived as misinformation. One example from 1951 dealt with the
alleged rumor spread by “enemies of humanity...against progressive humanity” that
youth from the GDR in Berlin for the [international socialist directed] World Festival of

Youth had not eaten for three days.>*

47 1bid.

48 “Betr.: Betriebsfunk An den Landesvorstand der Sozialistischen Einheitspartei Deutschlands,” Abt.
Massenagitation Dresden, den 26 April 1950 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 37 B1.97).

49 ZK der SED Abteilung Agitation an die Landesleitung der SED Abteilung Agitation, SED ZK Berlin
Abteilung: Agitation, 5 September 1951 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 37 BI.150).

%0 “Sendung: Gesellschaft fir Deutsch-Sowjetische Freundschaft,” Betriebsfunk Sachsenwerk
Niedersedlitz, Datum: 17.8.1951 (S&chsHStA 11856 Nr. 244 BI.149): “Sowjetische Arbeitsmethoden.”
51 «“Sendung - Musik 1. Das ganze Deutschland, Betriebsfunk Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz,” Zeit:
12.05/12.40/18.05, Uhr. Datum: 10.8.1951 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 244 B1.100): “Die Feinde der



73

Programming

Programming constituted one method by which the party represented its popular
legitimacy and transmitted a specifically East German internationalism based on
integration into the Eastern Bloc. With such broadcasting, those who drafted the
programming beamed messages into public space and aimed to accomplish several things.
First, programming featured an internationalist component that could help re-orient East
Germans eastward through the construction of an imagined community based on
international socialist solidarity with Stalin standing in as the new savior of the German
people. Second, programming placed German unification along socialist lines—even
prior to the establishment of two Germanys—as a priority. Above all, through
broadcasting, the SED aimed to create imagined communities—imagined solidarities or a
represented Verbundenheit—between two primary groups: East Germans and those living
in other socialist states and eventually between West Germans and East Germans.>?

Following the Second Party Congress of September, 1947, prior to the founding
of the GDR in October of 1949, the SED used broadcasting to publicize its efforts as the
lead organizational force behind the fulfillment of the Two-Year-Plan.>® The general
programming plan developed by the Radio Department set in motion an eastward
orientation philosophically based on peace. At the head of the new order stood the Soviet

Union above all other progressive (socialist) states in the world. Radio’s task then was to

Menschheit...die fortschrittliche Menschheit.” The Weltfestspiel was a major international gathering of
youth from socialist nations. Organizers held the event in East Berlin in 1951.

52 West German politicians and RIAS commentators also recast German nationalism within an
internationalist framework—more on this in chapters four and five.

%3 “Themenplan Referat Funk zum Halbjahresplan 1948 als Vorbereitung des Zweijahresplanes 1949/50,”
SED Landesvorstand Sachsen Referat Funk Dresden, den 3.8.48 (S&chsHStA 11856 Nr. 267, BI.8).
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popularize and support this arrangement.>* For domestic politics, the SED officially
stated that radio programming would work to support the democratization of government
and economy, while improving industrial production and living standards. The word
“socialist” appeared relatively infrequently before the Second Party Conference in 1952,
though the regime’s political vision and was hardly a secret. To wit, programming
included a campaign celebrating thirty years of the Soviet Union and impressions of its
economy, agriculture, transportations systems, along with first-hand reports.> By the last
quarter of 1948, GDR radio programming for the Landessender Dresden fell under the
general theme “Implementation of the Economic plans.”®® This generally included anti-
Western programming that attacked the Marshall Plan while promoting the “magnet
theory” which held that Soviet Zone economic successes would attract those from the
Western Zones and lead to German unification with a socialist mandate. Other
programming efforts included reports of women’s delegations and their missions to the
Soviet Union and Hungary while negative political attacks highlighted striking workers
in the West.>’

Following the establishment of the GDR on October 7, 1949, programming in
Dresden continued this celebration and representation of Soviet strength, achievements
and German-Soviet bonds with, for example, the literary musical production “Day of the
Red Army,” which examined the history of, and paid tribute to, Soviet Military success.

The program “Aktuelle Worte” (“Current Word”) focused on the Soviet Union and its

54 “Arbeitsbericht des Rundfunksachgebietes nach dem 2 Parteitag,” Abt FUNK, Gez. Schirmer
(S&chsHStA 11856 Nr. 267 BI.18).

% Ibid.

%6 «Bericht tiber die Tatigkeit des Landessenders Dresden in der Zeit vom Oktober — Dezember 48,”
Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk an die SED Landesvorstand Sachsen Abt. Werbung, Presse, Rundfunk, 28.
Dezember 1948 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 264 Bl.24): “Durchfiihrung der Wirtschaftspléne”

57 Ibid. BI.25-6: “Magnetwirkung”
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role as a friend of Germany and the strongest factor in the establishment of peace.
Broadcasts aimed at youths explained what they could learn from the Young Pioneers in
the Soviet Union.*® A good portion of radio programming produced for the show aimed
to reinforce the concept of a peace front spearheaded by the Soviet Union. The radio
station argued internally that East Germans shared this position based on the growth of
the Society for German-Soviet Friendship (Gesellschaft fur Deutsch-Sowjetische
Freundschaft) from October 1949 through the spring of 1950 in Saxony. Commentary
worked to “deepen the friendship of the Soviet Union” and its satellites by promoting and
publicizing the two states’ newfound relations, evidenced by initiatives such as letter
writing exchanges between Soviet and East German (Saxon) youths, invitations to Soviet
workers from local industry, discussions of Soviet film, and various commentaries that
glorified life and work in the Soviet Union.>®

By April, 1950, almost all such programming related to the growth of the Society
for German-Soviet Friendship, which publically claimed 75,000 members by the end of
April 1950. Listeners learned how revolutionary theory could be successfully put into
practice using examples from Russia and how the moral righteousness of Soviet foreign
policy would lead to success in Germany in line with the “wishes of the German

people.”®® In October of 1950 GDR radio celebrated almost daily the thirty-third

%8 «Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk Landessender Dresden, Perspektivplan - August —September 1951”
(S&chsHStA 11856 Nr. 265 BI.117).

%9 “Monatsbericht des Landessenders Dresden flir den Monat Februar 1950 Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk,”
Landessender Dresden an die Generalintendanz der Rundfunksender, i.d. Deutschen Demokratischen
Republik z.H.d.Herrn Generalintendanten Mahle, Berlin W 1 Thalmannplatz 8/9, 20. Méarz 1950
(SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 264 Bl.164): “Vertiefung der Freundschaft zur Sowjetunion”

80 “Monatsbericht des Landessenders Dresden fiir den Monat April 1950 an die Generalintendanz d.
Rundfunksender i.d.Deutschen Demokratischen Republik z.H.d.Herrn Generalintendanten Mahle, 12 Juni
1950 (SéchsHStA 11856 Nr. 264 BI.185); Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk, Leipzig, Perspektivplan vom 1 Mai
bis 31 Juli 1951 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 269 BI.17): “AuBenpolitik der SU entspricht Wiinschen des
deutschen Volkes”
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anniversary of the October Revolution, with “Youth Radio” (“Jugendfunk”) producing
on-air conversations with young German workers to celebrate the thirty-two years since
the founding of the Komsomol, the Soviet inspiration for East German youth
organizations. This newly fabricated bond between Soviet and German citizens played
out in the program “Our Plan for a Better Life” with continued coverage of the state-
sponsored letter exchange campaign. 5!

One theme for 1951 centered on the GDR’s official “Radio Day,” which
celebrated the bond between MDR (this includes Dresden Radio) and its listeners and the
station’s continued efforts to promote peace based on socialist principles. Broadcasts
focused on a “representation of the tremendous economic and cultural development of the
Soviet people on the way to communism” with the intention of transmitting the solutions
to national issues to all strata of the East German population.®? Part of this meant,
naturally, representing the increasingly closer relations between Germans and the Soviet
Union. Programming cast the Soviet Union as the voice of all people, and the greatest
ally of Germans, and as the GDR’s strongest trade partner.5 By the second half of 1951,
programming dedicated to the Soviet Union amounted to about 5.6% of all spoken (non-
musical or Wortsendungen) programming.®* The SED also used radio programming as a
representational institution to publicize the state’s (and thus its citizens’) blossoming

relations with its Eastern Bloc allies as well as its own institutions. Radio detailed the

b1 “Monatsbericht des Landessenders Dresden fiir den Monat Oktober 1950,” Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk
Landessender Dresden an die Generalintendanz der Rundfunksender in der Deutschen Demokratischen
Republik 8. November 1950 (S&chsHStA 11856 Nr. 264 Bl.234).

62 eipzig, den 23 April 1951 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 269 Bl.1;12): “der Darstellung der gewaltigen
wirtschaftlichen und kulturellen Entwicklung der Sowjetvolker auf dem Wege zum Kommunismus”

83 «Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk Leipzig Perspektivplan vom 1 Mai bis 31 Juli 1951 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr.
269 BIl.14).

64 «“Analyse iiber die Arbeit des Landessenders Dresden,” Dresden den 30. Oktober, 1951 (SachsHStA
11376 Nr. 4535 0117).
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socialist development of these states, comparing for example the simultaneous revival of
Poland and the GDR while establishing the friendship between the nations.®

In November of 1951 the propaganda department in Berlin called on radio
stations to improve their work through a number of measures with the intention of further
popularizing the Soviet Union, its development, and the lives of its citizens. Material
from the Soviet press would be distributed to the GDR’s radio stations and the foreign
policy discussion from Radio Moscow would air on Sunday evening. Pertinent to this
chapter’s discussion of an official public sphere constructed to appear democratic and
inclusive is the radio series of “Public Forum” (“Offentliches Forum”). In this series,
working class, members of the intelligentsia, and radio personalities would hold round
table discussions and discuss the Five-Year-Plan, with planners noting that “progressive
bourgeois people” should be included.®® Of course at the same time, radio programming
that promoted the Soviet Union as the “voice of all peoples” suggests open debate was a
merely a mirage, and all decisions rested, as Ulbricht famously noted, in the hands of the
SED’s central leadership.®’

After the Second Party Conference in the summer of 1952, the SED reorganized
the GDR’s administrative bureaucracy to accelerate the construction of socialism. The
Council of Ministers (Ministerrat) announced the creation of the Staatliches Kommittee

fur Rundfunk (State Radio Committee) and centralization of the GDR’s radio

8 Leipzig, den 23 April 1951 (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 269 Bl.1;12)

8 “Vorlage Betr.: Verbesserung der Rundfunkarbeit,” Beschlussvorschlag Sekretariat des ZK, Agitation,
Der/Wi.

23.11.51 (SAPMO-BArch DR 6, Nr. 314): “fortschrittlicher burgerlicher Leute”

67 «“Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk, Leipzig, Perspektivplan vom 1 Mai bis 31 Juli 1951”:“Sprecher fiir alle
Volker”
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programming in Berlin as Berlin 1, 11, and 111.%8 The SED looked to strengthen the power
of radio to contribute to the larger nation-building effort at hand. This meant that
programming aimed at all Germans, but especially those in the West, moved away from
the internationalism so popular in the GDR’s other broadcasts. Indeed, the SED charged
the State Radio Committee with “awakening love of country” and strengthening “national
consciousness.”®® Programming followed the development of national projects (“We’re
Building Germany’s Capital” and “We’re Building the Five-Year-Plan”) and analysis of
American policy and news (“The Truth about America” and “Mass strikes in the

USA”)."0

Representing Popular Support in West Germany

One of the self-professed roles of the State Radio Committee as an “organ of state
power” and “collective propagandist, agitator, and organizer” was to help realize “the
bond between the working class and [socialist] farmers...and the union of all German
patriots.”’! It is also important to remember that in the early 1950s Germany’s partition
still felt to most Germans like a temporary arrangement and the SED openly and
regularly discussed reunification hopes and scenarios. With this in mind, it comes as little

surprise that the party used radio to portray protest that occurred in West Germany as

88 «Zusammenarbeit mit dem Staatlichen Rundfunkkomitees—Studio Dresden und Studio Gérlitz,”
Abteilung Propaganda-Agitation, Dresden, den 6.2.1953 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V 2.9.01 Nr. 134. Bl.47).
8 “Entschliessung der SED-Betriebsparteiorganisation des Staatliches Rundfunkkomitees,” Berlin, den 25
Januar 1953 (SAPMO-BArch DR 6 Nr. 201, BI.2 S.3): “Liebe zur Heimat geweckt; das
Nationalbewusstsein gestarkt”

0 Ibid.: “Wir Bauen Deutschlands Hauptstadt; Wir Schaffen am Fiinfjahrplan; die Wahrheit Giber Amerika;
Massenstreiks in den USA.” For more on the Second Party Conference and the acceleration of socialist
construction that the SED initiated in the summer of 1952, see: Gary Bruce, Resistance with the People,
chapter 5.

1 “EntschlieBung der SED-Betriebsparteiorganisation des Staatliches Rundfunkkomitees”: “In
Westdeutschland die Aktionseinheit der Kommunitischen, Sozialdemokraitschen, christlichen und
parteilosen Arbeiter, das Bindnis zwischen der Arbeiterklasse und den werktétigen Bauern und der
Zusammenschuluss aller patriotischen Deutschen in der Friedensbewegung und der Nationalen Front des
demokratischen Deutschland zustande kommt.”
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evidence of anti-FRG sentiment. To accomplish this, the State Radio Committee
expanded its reporting from West Germany to project its bi-German support. Such
reporting fell under the broad umbrella term “West-Arbeit” which, in the case at hand,
entailed placing agents armed with tape recorders at the scene of workers’ protests in
West German cities. The Committee oversaw these operations after the institution’s
formation in September in 1952, though the program encountered technical difficulties at
the outset in the second half of 1952, generously referred to by the commission as a
learning time for operatives. By October, the nine correspondents had become more
proficient with their recording equipment and had begun documenting West German
strikes and demonstrations. The reports focused on social, economic and national issues,
and, of course, questions regarding national disunity. These recordings (Westbéander) then
made their way into various GDR programs such as “We Speak for West Germany,”
“Forum for German Patriots,” and “Behind the Facade,” that the SED broadcasted at
home and in the Federal Republic.”

By the first quarter of 1953, this portion of the GDR’s West-Arbeit had become a
reasonably well functioning operation, and technical problems subsided. Correspondents
had been posted in those areas deemed important by the State Radio Committee—North
Rhine - Westphalia, Hamburg, Bavaria, Baden - Wirttemberg, Hessen, and Rhineland-
Pfalz—from where they sent the collected materials to a central correspondent. These
reporters conducted and recorded interviews with striking textile workers in cities such as

Mannheim, Hamburg, and Dusseldorf. On February 12, 1953 the State Radio Committee

72 “Bericht: Uber eingegangene Westbinder und deren Auswertung durch die Redaktionen fiir die Zeit von
Juli bis Dezember 1952 Regierung der DDR,” Staatliches Rundfunkkomitee, Leitung, Gesamtdeutsche
Fragen, Den 16.1.1953 (SAPMO-BArch DR 6 Nr. 199): “Wir sprechen fur Westdeutschland”’; Forum
Deutscher Patrioten; Hinter der Fassade”; Vorschldge zum Aufbau eines neuen Korrespondenten-Netzes, 6
Dezember 1952 (SAPMO-BArch DR 6 Nr. 199).
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claimed that the effect of their work on the West German population had become
palpable, notably through the claimed procurement of new West German listeners. The
agency focused on the southwestern region of West Germany, with correspondents
covering strikes and demonstrations in Stuttgart and Lorrach. The State Radio Committee
quoted Volksstimme (The Voice of The People), which wrote on Friday, February 6, 1953,
“It gets around by word of mouth: ‘listen to GDR radio, listen to GDR radio stations,
Berlin, Leipzig, which cover our strike daily.””””® The paper argued more and more West
Germans tuned into the East German radio and listened with bewilderment as to “how
quickly this radio station react[ed] [to events] and the precision with which it reported
news of the strikes...they are pleased with the calls to solidarity.”’* The efforts here to
foster rebellion and construct a community of dissent and solidarity through the airwaves
and across the East-West border unknowingly foreshadowed the modern transmission of
protest. This was a defining characteristic of the June 17 Demonstrations, with, of course,

the roles reversed here.

Reception

Evidence suggests that the SED was largely unsuccessful in its mission to win
over the population through broadcasting. Beginning with the SED’s goal of creating a
connection between radio and citizen, it is highly likely that survey respondents’
preference of musical programming and general distaste for serious political

programming pleased party bosses. In fact, most of those 9,200 respondents in a 1951

73 “Die Wirkung der Sendungen des Staatlichen Rundfunkkomitees nach Westdeutschland,” Abschrift/Soe.,
12 Februar 1953, Pe/Pu. (SAPMO-BArch DR 6 Nr. 199): “Es geht von Mund zu Mund: Hort den
Rundfunk der DDR, hért den Deutschlandsender, Berlin, Leipzig, die sich t&glich mit unserem Streik
beschéftigen.”

4 1bid.: “wie schnell dieser Rundfunk reagiert und wie schnell und prazise er die Streikberichte aus dem
Bezirk bringt. Man nimmt die Aufrufe zur Solidaritat mit Genugtuung auf.”
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survey had no opinion on how programming could be improved—which could be
construed as satisfaction but more likely reflected pervasive disinterest. A proportionally
large number of anonymous respondents stated the party broadcasted too much political
programming and they wanted more music while many workers specifically requested
light (conversational) programming in the evening supports the latter conclusion.” One
VEB Meyer-Optik worker opined that interference from RIAS (and Radio Moscow) was
only part of the problem: he could hardly get through a half-hour music program (he
wanted evening-long shows) when a sudden (and unwanted) political feature interrupted
his program.’® Another respondent to a November 1951 survey, Herr Berdau,
underscored the technical challenges facing GDR radio. Berdau, the Schulleiter der
Betriebsberufschule des VEB Meyer-Optik in Gorlitz (and a member of the SED) noted
that he could only receive MDR radio because he had a wired set. Unwired sets had
difficulties picking up the East German stations as RIAS and NWDR operated on the
same wavelengths—a symbolic challenge if there ever was one.

Finally (and this will receive more attention in chapter two), East German radio’s
chief rivals, and especially RIAS, enjoyed a larger and more enthusiastic audience. As
one respondent from Oelsnitz [not in the Dresden Region, but in Saxony and | can
confidently say that his opinion matches conditions in the Dresden Region] noted, about

60% of the population in his region preferred RIAS.”” Statistical evidence from

75 “Bericht tber Horerumfrage des Landessenders Dresden,” Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk Landessender
Dresden, 1951, 0047-48.

76 «“Betr.: Meinung der Bevolkerung tiber das Abendprogramm des Sender Leipzig — Bericht tiber die
Empfangsmdglichkeiten des Landessenders sowie der GroB3sender,” Beauftragter des Amtes fir
Information Stadt Gorlitz an den Ministerpréasidenten des Landes Sachsen, Amt fir Information, Abt. Press
und Funk, Gorlitz, 23.11.1951 (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4535/0024).

7 “Entwurf: Auswertung der Berichte unser Kreisvertreter tiber die Meinung der Bevolkerung zum
Programm des Mitteldeutschen Rundfunkes und des Landessender Dresden,” sowie die



82

HICOG/DIVO’® reveals numbers that suggest East German stations lagged behind their
Western competition in listener interest though Leipzig (MDR) was slightly more popular
than other East German stations in one 1952 survey.’® Furthermore, as the next chapter
will demonstrate, the regional authorities in Dresden found themselves forced to wage an
energetic anti-RIAS campaign. In conclusion, the connection between state and citizen
desired by the SED never materialized, at least to the extent the party might have wanted
and this situation would reach a nadir in June and July of 1953. The party did, however,
have other means with which it would represent its legitimacy and the virtue of its

socialist vision for Germans.

Sichtwerbung: Visual Representations of Power

Walter Ulbricht’s infamous directive, “It must appear democratic, but we must
control everything,” extended to the SED’s representation of power in public space in
several ways.® As the SED represented power, community, and legitimacy through radio
broadcasts, Ray Ruhle argues along with Vaclav Havel that in socialist dictatorships such
as the GDR, no true public sphere existed and ideology formed the basis for maintenance
of political power (leadership). He points to Havel’s contention that this existed as the
“bridge between (the) power and the people” and offers the following example: “the

vegetable merchant places a banner in his shop window between the onions and the

Empfangsmaglichkeiten des demokratischen Rundfunkes, Dresden, den 21.1.52 (SdchsHStA 11376 Nr.

4535/0007).

8 A joint U.S. occupation/German research effort: High Commission for Occupied Germany; Deutsches
Institut fur Volks- umfragen (German Institite for Public Surveys).

% Some General Patterns of Listening to RIAS, RIAS Coverage and Programming as evaluated by East

Zone Listeners, Office of the U.S. High Commissioner for Germany Office of Public Affairs Reactions

Analysis Staff, Report 170, Series 2, February 10, 1953 (NARA RG 306, Al 1005, Box 5).

80 Karl-Wilhelm Fricke, Der Wahrheit verpflichtet, 366.
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carrots that reads, ‘Workers of all nations unite!”’8! The key here is not the vegetable
trader’s belief in the socialist system, but the ritual itself: the sign remains hanging only
to ward off bothersome authorities. Taken further, Riihle argues that “The political leader
can also, through the attempt to construct an all-encompassing ‘decoration’ of publicness
which is constructed so that the ‘world of appearances’ is no longer perceived as a sham,
but rather becomes interpreted as a part of reality.”®? Such a system stabilizes as
participants like the shop owner become willing accomplices in the arrangement. In his
analysis of official public spheres in state-socialist societies, Walter SUR argues that a
condition of “societal schizophrenia” develops where the phony public sphere helps
create an amoral and schizophrenic universe wherein participants knowingly lie to each
other in one space and tell the truth in another.”®® Of course, one needs to guard against
presenting the population as a monolithic body that always opposed the SED’s every
move, but RIAS’s popularity, the genuine election returns during early postwar period,
and the June 17 demonstrations provide the empirical data necessary to suggest that the
party did not enjoy popular support and this probably helped prompt the construction of
an official public sphere.

The following section considers how the official public sphere of the early GDR
used visual representation in the public sphere to promote power, legitimacy, German
unity and a new eastward-looking internationalism.®* Visual enlightenment, according to

the party, could not be separated from other forms of party communication, an arena in

81 Riihle, Entstehung von politischer Offentlichkeit, 10: “Proletarier aller Lander vereinigt euch!”

82 |bid.: “Die politische Herrschaft kann also durch den Versuch, eine allumfassende ‘Dekoration’ der
Offentlichkeit herzustellen bzw. herstellen zu lassen, erreichen dass die so aufgebaute ‘Welt des Scheins’
nicht mehr als Schein wahrgenommen wird, sondern als Teil einer Wirklichkeit interpretiert werden kann.”
8 SUR, “Revolution und Offentlichkeit in der DDR,” 911.

8 Ibid.
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which the National Front and its Aufklarungsgruppen (enlightenment/clarification task
forces) worked to create the illusion of a public sphere (Scheindffentlichkeit) that
supported and legitimized the socialist regime by attempting to win over the population.
Ultimately, such efforts functioned as propaganda that represented the authority of the
regime and its popular support—whether real or not.

The SED intended to leave no public space without its presence. In addition to
outdoor locations, the party naturally observed that thousands of residents regularly
visited movie theaters, hospitals, stores, restaurants, train stations, post offices and
doctors’ offices, and the party viewed these as opportunities to make the public aware of
its efforts to create a unified Germany and a peaceful political situation.2> One way the
party did this was through what it termed “individual visual propaganda” (individuelle
Sichtwerbung). The intention here was to demonstrate the extent to which the population
recognized the seriousness of the political situation (war brought on by the West) while
confirming the establishment of a “democratic national consciousness.”%® More
specifically, Aufklarungsgruppen attempted to convince Dresdeners to demonstrate their
opinions and commitments in a public manner. Sometimes this just meant homemade
placards with one’s political orientation (obviously favoring the SED) scribbled out, for
example, “no blood for capitalism” or “I fight for peace.”®” Other times, a simple,
handwritten poster pleased the party, for instance, that of the mother who proclaimed her

desire to use her entire strength toward the establishment of peace.®® The party also asked

8 «Anleitung fir die Verbesserung der Sichtwerbung in Stadt und Land,” Nationale Front des
Demokratischen Deutschland; Landesausschuf? Sachsen, 0.D. (S&chsHStA 11376 Nr. 4502/0015;0024). An
ideal type arrangement for Dresden. See appendix, figure three for an example of a proposed arrangement.
8 «“Anleitung flr die Verbesserung der Sichtwerbung in Stadt und Land,” 0022.: “Demokratische
Staatsbewusstein”

8 Ibid., 0022.

8 |bid., 0034.
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individuals to express themselves in concrete ways rather than with abstract or general
beliefs, for example, with written calls for inter-German negotiations (Deutsche an einen
Tisch!) or promises to remember February 13, 1945 (the night of the bombing) and
campaign against the development of atomic weaponry.®® Other posters expressed
commitments to community service as a result of that \ night, for example one housing
community that promised to clear the local playground of rubble.*°

Among public authorities and institutions, those working to establish the visual
cues of the official public sphere worked closely with transportation authorities at the
Deutsche Reichsbahn,®! Straenbahn, and VVB Kraftverkehr and the majority of these
erected forms of Sichtwerbung. Inside public spaces such as train stations, the SED
publicized the party’s slogans with banners that tied Germans to the Soviet Union or
nationalistic slogans calling on “patriots” to defend the peace. In the National Front’s
Aufklarungslokalen, or “enlightenment centers,” visitors could read slogans from the
party’s literature, commitments from staff members, and view portraits of local and
national leaders. In these spaces visitors also found “friendship corners”
(Freundschaftsecken) designed to create the impression that the Soviet Union was the
GDR’s best friend and that Stalin represented the greatest leader of socialist states.””%2
The SED employed communal housing units as a cheap and easy way to create

the large, easy-to-read banners announced the collective opinions of the building, for

instance: “Don’t forget February 13, 1945—fight for peace”; “Our Commitment: every

8 February 13, 1945—the night the Allies destroyed Dresden, though bombing raids continued on 14 and
15 February.

% «Anleitung fiir die Verbesserung der Sichtwerbung in Stadt und Land,” 0027.

91 Curiously, the East German train system retained this name.

92 «Anleitung flr die Verbesserung der Sichtwerbung in Stadt und Land,” 0032.
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three percent of our gross earnings go to the peaceful rebuilding of Berlin.”®® Bulletin
boards and display cases functioned as so-called “enlightenment” vessels that considered
the important political questions of the day, and, not surprisingly, held their answers.
Some posters, for example, made the choice a seemingly obvious one, such as between
imperialist (Western) destruction and peaceful socialist re-construction.* Finally,
returning to the example given at the beginning of the section, the SED and its education
task forces expected storeowners to use their storefronts as spaces for the visible
representation of workers’ accomplishments and improving living standards. Authorities
would persuade shopkeepers that such window decorations, whether handwritten
opinions, or portraits of socialist statesmen—always arranged with care and with relevant
text—represented their readiness to take an active role in the SED’s goals.® The sum of
these words, displays, portraits, and personal declarations showcased one facet of the

SED’s official public sphere—a world of appearances.

Theatrical Representations of Party Support

“Solidarity knows no borders” claimed one headline in the S&chsische Zeitung
that promoted East German workers’ declarations of support for West German workers’
strike movements.® Such occurrences became increasingly regular in the GDR’s early
period as the SED aimed to confirm imagined communities, bound in solidarity and
public protest that would help legitimize its rule and undermine the leadership of the

Federal Republic and its supporters.

% 1pid., 0037.

9 1bid., 0039-0040.

9 1pid., 0050.

% «Solidaritit kennt keine Grenzen,” Sachsische Zeitung, 25 Januar, 1951.
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The party’s representation appeared in the form of choreographed public
demonstrations of support for the party—events that participants in, and historians of, the
June 17 uprising might use as a point of contrast when discussing the authenticity of that
demonstration. For instance, to celebrate the SED’s fifth year in existence and protest the
remilitarization of the FRG, the party published detailed plans in the newspaper for the
day’s event that included the streets along which workers from each city district would
march before reaching Pirnaischer Platz, a significant public square in Dresden.®” Five
days later, headlines claimed that more than 200,000 workers demonstrated, representing,
according to the Sachsische Zeitung, a manifestation of their “faith in their party, the
party of the working class.”® The workers approached the square carrying images of
party leaders and banners with slogans that “made it clear that the will of the people
fought for peace at the Soviet Union’s side.”®® Such official public demonstrations
functioned as a political ritual that represented national and international solidarity and
political strength between not only the citizenry and its regime, but between the GDR and
other socialist nations. Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953 provided an opportunity to
practice the theatrics of this type of representation on an especially grand scale.

As Stalin’s health failed in the spring of 1953, questions surrounding his
inevitable demise shifted to the forefront of political debate but remained behind closed

doors.%° Of course, policy shifts as they related to the GDR would not be made available

97 «“Am kommenden Sonntag heraus zur GroBkundgebung!” Sachsische Zeitung, April 18, 1951.

% «Uber 200000 auf der Kundgebung in Dresden,” Séchsische Zeitung, April 23, 1951”: “Vertrauens der
Werktétigen zu ihrer Partei, zur Partei der Arbeiterklasse”

9 «“Uber 200000 auf der Kundgebung in Dresden:” “Zeigten klar den Willen unsres Volkes...an der Seite
der Sowjetunion flr Frieden kdmpft”

100 For more on Stalin’s death, see: Jeffrey Brooks, Thank You, Comrade Stalin!: Soviet Public Culture
from Revolution to Cold War (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2000); Serhy Yekelchyk, Stalin's
Citizens: Everyday Politics in the Wake of Total War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); Georges
Bortoli, The Death of Stalin (New York: Praeger, 1975).
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for public consumption for some time, and for several days, Stalin’s status as savior and
leader of the German people took center stage in the official public sphere. His death
afforded the SED and its regional leadership in Dresden an occasion to represent its
political mission in the ritual and pageantry that accompanied the leader’s burial in
Moscow. Press and radio transmissions provided the means by which to involve the
regime’s citizens and publicize popular emotion. Of course at the same, Stalin’s death
offered RIAS and other critics an opportunity to produce and transmit critical
programming into the GDR that undermined the SED’s attempts to project political
power and international solidarity (more on this in chapter two).

Official news of Stalin’s deteriorating condition appeared in regional media via
ADN Moscow (Allgemeine Deutscher Nachrichtendienst- General East German News
Service) on March 5 and East German readers would have learned precise details of his
circulatory problems and blood pressure and thirty-six breaths per minute and 38.2 (grad)
temperature.'°* On March 6, the 16:00 hours update informed East Germans that his
situation had become even more serious. While the news seemed grave, the SED used the
opportunity to remind East Germans that they were part of a larger, international,
socialist community. Neues Deutschland informed readers that Pravda, the official organ
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), reminded its readers that the power
of the party rested on the communion between party and masses: “The great strength of

the party of Lenin and Stalin lies in its close bond between the millions of workers; in its

101 «Bylletin iber den Gesundheitszustand J.W. Stalins vom 5. Marz 1953, 2.00 Uhr,” Neues Deutschland,
6 Marz, 1953.
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unbreakable unity with the people.”*%? This publicized closeness and community would
become a recurring theme throughout the mourning period.

ADN distributed to the newspapers the telegrams of the Central Committee of the
SED sent to the Soviet Central Committee regarding Stalin’s health. Such telegrams
functioned as a reminder that East Germans’ imagined community of “peace-loving
humanity” had also received and been moved by the news. “The Soviet people,”
according to the version published in the Sachsische Zeitung, “and the working people of
the entire world have been affected by the news of Stalin’s condition....These telegrams
from the communist and workers’ parties speak to the resolve...to come together in these
difficult times.”**® The message from the SED to the CPSU noted that the Soviet leader
had delivered the German nation from fascist enslavement and its citizenry now “felt
bound” with the Central Committee of the Soviet Union and with the “great Soviet
people” with whom Germans would continue to strengthen their bond.'® In a similar
telegram, the council of ministers communicated with the Soviet government to
communicate that the entire East German people would fight to strengthen the friendship
between the Soviet and German peoples and continue the struggle to generate a socialist
society.1%

The East German media began transmitting expressions of solidarity through a

transnational public sphere, extending to the other Soviet Socialist Republics and western

102 “Die grosse Einheit von Partei und Volk,” Neues Deutschland, 6 March, 1953: “Die groRe Stérke der
Partei Lenins und Stalins liegt in ihrer engen Verbundenheit mit den Millionen Massen der Werktatigen; in
ihrer unléslichen Einheit mit dem Volke. ”

103 “Eng Verbunden mit dem Sowjetvolk,” S&chsische Zeitung, Freitag, 6 Méarz, 1953: “das sowjetische
Volk und die Werktétigen der ganzen Welt mit der Erkrankung J.W. Stalins betroffen hat. ....Aus den
Telegrammen der Kommunistischen und Arbeiterparteien spricht die Entschlossenheit, sich in diesem
schweren Tagen noch fester...zu scharen.”

104 |bid: “Fiihlen wir uns verbunden”

105 “Ministerrat der DDR an die Regierung der UdSSR,” Sachsische Zeitung, 6 March 1953.
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states. ADN published the telegrams of the Polish Unified Workers’ Party which spoke in
the name of the Polish nation and its expressed empathy regarding the news of Stalin’s
condition.'® The official telegram from the Czech government communicated that its
people would, in these difficult times, “work to build socialism alongside the Soviet
people in still greater unity and brotherly love.”'%” The SED also publicized Western
telegrams of support from France, which claimed that the entire nation had been
“grievously affected” and affirmed the brotherly bond of the French Communist Party
and the Soviet people.1® The SED also published similar telegrams from the communist
parties in Great Britain, Belgium, and Italy, all of which represented the extensive
imagined community grieving together.

On March 6, GDR radio broadcasted: “The heart of a comrade and general carrier
of Lenin’s idea, the wise leader and teacher of the Communist Party of the Soviet People,
Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin, has ceased to beat.”'% Word of Stalin’s passing also
reached Germans in the Dresden region via 6,000 special editions of the Sachsische
Zeitung that arrived via courier at one o’clock in the afternoon on March 6.11° Local
authorities in Dresden received orders to distribute some to political operatives (agitators
and Aufklarer) and others publically. Dresdeners reportedly ripped newspapers from the

hands of distributors at the Postplatz.!! Flags outside of workplaces and factories now

106 «“Telegramm der Polnischen Vereinigten Arbeiterpartei und der Polnischen Regierung,” Neues
Deutschland, 6 Mérz, 1953.

W07 “Erkldrung des ZK der KPC und der Tschechoslowakischen Regierung,” Neues Deutschland, 6 March,
1953.

108 «“Telegramm des ZK der KP Frankreichs,” Neues Deutschland, 6 Marz, 1953: “schmerzlich getroffen”
109 Available at http://www.17juni53.de/audio/5303_1.mp3 “Das Herz des Mitkdmpfers und Generalen
Fortsetzer der Sache Lenins. Den weisen Fuhrers und Lehrers der Kommunistischen Partei und des Sowjet
Volkes Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin, hat aufgehért zu schlagen.”

110 Telefonische Durchsage am 6.3.53, 14,40 Uhr, Sekretariat der Bezirksleitung — aufgenommen: Walter
(S&chsHStA 11859 Nr. IV 4.04 Nr.73).

11 «Es wird vollendet, was Stalin begann,” Sachsische Zeitung, 10 Marz, 1953.
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flew at half-mast and comrades had begun preparations for public displays of grief.
Makeshift Trauerkundgebungen, had already begun before lunch on March 6 after the
special edition of the newspaper publicized Stalin’s passing. His life works were honored
and some even featured music.'?

ADN represented the communal grieving spreading over the Eastern Bloc: “All of
Poland...is in deep mourning,” wrote ADN.!3 The message of the official telegram from
the Polish government, reprinted in the local paper, noted the Poles’ call for unity with
the Soviet people.!'* In Romania, the news reports, apparently, or at least according to the
ADN report in Neues Deutschland, prompted workforces in the factories, in the city and
in the countryside, to gather and give thanks to Stalin while pledging their close solidarity
with the Soviet Union.*® The Romanian newspapers, adorned with a black border to
signify the nation’s mourning, allegedly, according to the SED, spoke for the entire
Romanian people whose sorrow at this time cut around across societal lines.''® The SED
published similar reports from other Eastern Bloc nations. Such communications form
instructive examples of socialist governments’ representations of a unified and supportive
imagined community that constituted the most important basis for their claims to
legitimacy. Stalin’s funeral would offer optimal conditions to create and publicize scenes
full of imaginings that represented the authority of communist regimes.

The planning for the scenes that would unfold in Dresden the following Tuesday,

March 10, began on March 6. Leadership in Dresden held a quick meeting with all the

112 EDGB Bezirks-org. Komitee Dresden, Dresden, den 6.3.1953 (SAPMO-BArch DY 34/25107).

113 «“Die Volker Trauern um Stalin,” Neues Deutschland, 7 Marz, 1953: “Ganz Polen steht in Zeichen tiefer
Trauer den Tod”

114 |bid.

115 | bid.

116 | pid.
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mass organizations in the region immediately after getting official news of Stalin’s death
from Moscow. 1" The Central Committee sent out the guidelines for the demonstration in
Berlin and operational instructions for regional party leaders laid out their immediate
tasks. Agitators found themselves charged with stirring up materials that could provide
representational material for the GDR’s media outlets: mobilizing workforces and
procuring “commitments” concerning production targets, heightened awareness of
provocateurs and saboteurs, and aid for security apparatuses and the police, along with
declarations from the politically unaffiliated who planned to join the party.*®

The Monday (March 9) edition of the Sachsische Zeitung revealed the schedule
for the Trauerkundgebung in Dresden and spoke for the “entire working class of the
Dresden region” which expressed their sympathies and veneration to Stalin.”*® Stalin’s
entombment was scheduled for noon that day (Moscow time) and the SED would stage
parallel ceremonies throughout the GDR (two hours earlier).*2® At 9:00 A.M. in Dresden,
the state was to broadcast grieving music over the airwaves for one hour and everyone
was to be in place at 9:55 A.M.*2! At precisely 10:00 A.M. the GDR’s airwaves were to
go silent for five minutes. Sirens in the factories in Dresden (district) were scheduled to
sound at 10:00 A.M. and five minutes after to signal to the workers the beginning and
conclusion of five minutes of silence. Traffic through the city was to come to a standstill.
Throughout the region’s places of administration, schools, and other institutions

concurrent events were to take place. The leader in each space was to deliver a message

117 EDGB Bezirks-org. Komitee Dresden, Dresden, den 6.3.1953 (SAPMO-BArch DY 34/25107).

118 Telefonische Durchsage am 6.3.53, 14,40 Uhr, Sekretariat der Bezirksleitung — aufgenommen: Walter
(S&chsHStA 11859 Nr. 1V 4.04 Nr. 73).

119 gachsische Zeitung, 9 Mérz, 1953.

120 «“Beisetzung J.W. Stalins im Lenin-Mausoleum,” Neues Deutschland, Sonntag, 8 Marz, 1953.

121 «“Telefonische vom BL 7.3., 16,35, Betr.: Montag.” (S4chsHStA11859 Nr. IV 4.04 Nr. 73).
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Reichsender Berlin under allied control.** DIAS, under American control, began
broadcasting on February 7, 1945, to provide a “mass medium of expression for the
democratic West in Berlin and the Soviet Zone.”? Early schedules offered seven hours of
programming and the station changed its name to RIAS (Radio in the American Sector)
following the switch to over-the-air transmission in September of 1946. Compared with
the Soviets’ Berlin transmitter that operated at 10,000 watts, RIAS only utilized a 1000-
watt transmitter for a short time before its lack of power quickly prompted the installation
of more powerful units. Staff size grew and the need for a larger facility landed the
operation at its headquarters on Kufsteiner StraRe in Schoenberg, Berlin, on July 6 1948.
To offset problems related to a loss of nighttime signal while increasing broadcasting
power to Thuringia and Saxony, authorities installed a second transmitter (medium wave)
in Hof, Bavaria. In 1950, the station procured clearer frequencies for the two transmitters
and thus strengthened its range to include portions of West Germany and other areas of
Central Europe. Another, smaller power upgrade of twenty watts helped mitigate
problems related to daytime short-wave transmission in August of 1951 and the power
was again supplemented with a 300-watt transmitter in January of 1953 to counteract
Soviet jamming.'3 The early development of RIAS, then, looked quite similar to the GDR

stations as both sought to increase transmitting power as part of an effort to fashion the

11 RIAS was also the official station of the Office of the United States High Commissioner for Germany
(HICOG).

12 “RIAS, Berlin,” United States. Office of the US High Commissioner for Germany, Information Services
Division. Available at http://digicoll.library.wisc.edu/cgi-bin/History/History-idx?id=History.RIAS.
Background on RIAS, RIAS Organization and Programming Information 1/4, (G. Ewing Collection, G. C.
Marshall Foundation, VMI #132, 1/8).

13 Riiter —Ansprache bei der Einweihung des 300 Rias-Kilowatt-Senders, 15.1.53 Br., RIAS, RIAS,
Documenta, Sondersendungen, 15.1.53 — 30.11.54 (DRA Potsdam, B304-01-00-0012).
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to the point that some large-scale farmers now shirked their communal obligations in the
belief that “the Amis were coming anyways and they would get their estates back
again.”’®

The extensive influence of RIAS in the GDR suggested by surveys of listeners
and the SED grumbling about the station’s pervasiveness in the east is further
substantiated by the sheer volume of letters the station received. From 1948 through May
of 1953, RIAS received 794,550 mail receipts and monthly listener mail averaged almost
2,000 pieces from the GDR and West Berlin—which represented a mere 10-15% of the
total volume received. Prior to March of 1952, one-third of the mail received came from
the GDR before increased border controls stemmed the flow of letters. The Dresden
region represented about 10% of the GDR’s population which, based on the average
listenership levels in the area, suggests that residents there probably composed and
mailed approximately 200 letters per month.” RIAS found in these letters considerable
reinforcement that its programming resonated with listeners in the GDR. “Your station is
the only thing that gives us hope and confidence — hope that one day things will be
different for us,” wrote one anonymous resident from Saxony.® A housewife in Gorlitz

wrote to the station noting that “For a long time it’s been on my mind to thank you for the

courage and inspiration you give us with your broadcasts....keep on as you are so that we

Massenorganisationen — Sektor Parteiinformation. 1.12.52 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V//2.5 Nr. 107, BI.26-
32): “Verstarkenden Klassenkampfes”

8 Ibid, BI. 29: “Die Amis kdmen ja sowieso, da bekdmen sie ihre Betriebe wieder.”

9 “Background on RIAS” (G. Ewing Collection, G. C. Marshall Foundation, VMI #132, 1/8). RIAS also
received mail from around the world, including places as far away as Venezuela, South Africa, and New
Zealand. | base these slightly hazy calculations on the numbers originally reported in Sozialistische
Einheitspartei Deutschlands, 40 Jahre DDR: Zahlen und Fakten wurden zusammengestellt von Abteilungen
des Zentralkomitees der SED und der Staatlichen Zentralverwaltung fur Statistik (Berlin — Ost: Verl. fur
Agitations- und Anschauungsmittel, 1989).

8 «Background on RIAS” (G. Ewing Collection, G. C. Marshall Foundation, VMI #132, 1/8).
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here may someday experience liberation.”®* RIAS’s role as a buffer to the SED was
apparent to a seventy-year-old woman (name and origin unknown) who thanked the
station for its service combating its enemies on the air and asked that the station continue
its work to “keep contact with us as the ‘big friend,” I mean the real one (not that of
‘Eastern’ origin), for those of us barred from the West. You are the only one informing us
of the truth and the world’s events!”’®? As administrators hand-picked these quotations
from the thousands of letters—which does not mean they are not representative of
audience opinion—they also reinforce our understanding of RIAS’s intention to represent

a unified German nation.

Dear RIAS,

Such letters signified points of contact between East Germans and RIAS and thus
an association in the rival public sphere that the SED worked to sever. Although the
station received thousands of letters from East Germany every month, some letters never
made it to West Berlin. In the case of an interception, the sender could expect a visit from
the police or state security. Such offenses represented a violation of Article Six of the
GDR’s constitution, which included the penal concept of boycott-instigation
(Boykotthetze)—utilized by authorities to prosecute those who engaged in discriminatory
acts, the boycott of democratic institutions and organizations, and war-mongering.
Together, these categories of offense gave officials significant latitude in their

accusations.® The content of intercepted letters leaves little wonder why officials looked

81 |bid.

82 |bid.

8 Article 6 — Constitution of the German Democratic Republic:

“All citizens have equal rights before the law. Incitement to boycott of democratic institutions or
organizations, incitement to attempts on the life of democratic politicians, the manifestation of religious
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to break the connection between Dresdeners and RIAS. Wrote one Dresdener “Today the
so-called East Regime does not enjoy the trust of the population; it has no right to speak
in the name of the eastern population,” whose letter ended up in the hands of the Stasi in
1950.84 Such a proclamation, conceived and drafted in private would seem to confirm to
party officials that residents maintained a cloistered dialogue with RIAS that could (and
would, eventually) allow the SED to become challengeable. Instances of authorities
intercepting letters intended for RIAS reveal that the party took such correspondence
quite seriously. A single letter addressed to RIAS could land one in serious trouble with
the authorities and the interception of such letters and the subsequent statements given by
the suspects also offer insights into the connections between the station and its listeners—
and how those forced to account for their letters might defend themselves.

In 1950, a police operation in a small town (thirty kilometers from Dresden)
turned up a letter addressed to RIAS, setting off an investigation as the communication
constituted a crime under Article Six.8% Authorities at a checkpoint discovered the letter
in the pocketbook of a man, N., from Dresden, riding his bicycle home. He (N.) admitted
that the letter belonged to him and that he had dictated it to a friend (whom he declined to
name at the time) who composed it on a typewriter. He protested that he had not sent the
letter to RIAS because the station had morphed into an outlet no different from the Nazi-

era newspaper, Der Stlirmer, and that he merely wanted to express his mindset. He stated

and racial hatred and of hatred against other peoples, militaristic propaganda and warmongering as well as
any other discriminatory acts are felonious crimes within the meaning of the Penal Code. The exercise of
democratic rights within the meaning of the Constitution is not an incitement to boycott. Those persons
convicted of such a crime are disqualified from holding public office or a leading position in economic or
cultural life. They also lose the right to vote and to stand for election.”

84 «Abschrift — an Rias Berlin.” Neustadt/Sa.den,25.10.50 (BStU Archiv der Aufenstelle Dresden MfS BV
Dresden, KD Sebnitz 3922): “Die heutige sogenannte Ostregierung besitzt nicht das Vertrauen des Volkes,
sie hat kein Recht in der Namen der Ostbevdlkerung zu sprechen”

8 «Aktennotiz,” Harnisch. Untersuchungsorgan Pirna. Pirna, 15.11.50. Tgb.Nr. E/1608/50 (BStU Archiv
der Aulenstelle Dresden MfS BV Dresden, KD Sebnitz 3922).
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that he had neither given the letter to anyone nor spoken about it to anyone. He further
pleaded that he often composed articles concerning how democracy and socialism ought
to be, but never shared them. In fact, he pointed out that his wife often complained that
such writings would be his downfall and that she had already thrown a number of these
letters into the oven. “When I wrote such things, I wanted to vent to my feelings because
one cannot speak [openly] of such acts,” he concluded.%®

Z., who also ended up in custody, admitted that N., who was the party chairman
of the local NDPD where they both worked, often dictated letters to him at the office.®’
Typically, he would type materials related to party business, but over time, personal
letters had become part of a side deal involving small payments and on several recent
occasions N. had dictated several letters to RIAS. Z. claimed to have warned him that to
send such a letter meant he was breaking the law and that he knew RIAS as a rabble-
rousing station. Still, he typed the letter anyways as N. paid him ten DM to do so. He
concluded his statement by admitting guilt as far as typing the letter and not reporting the
contents, and claimed he feared doing so would bring reprisal for his small-scale
profiteering.®®

Three days later, on November 23, 1950, N. amended his previous statement,
adding that he had sent a letter to his sister in Berlin. In the letter, he discussed family
affairs but also asked his sister if she had forwarded a previous letter to RIAS.

Furthermore, he admitted that through his sister he had a connection contact with RIAS,

8 “Vernehmung.” Pirna, den 15.11.1950 (BStU Archiv der AuRenstelle Dresden MfS BV Dresden, KD
Sebnitz 3922): “Wenn ich so etwas geschrieben habe, wollte ich meinen Herzen Luft machen, weil man
uber derartige Handlungen nicht sprechen kann.”

87 The NDPD was an East German Block Party designed for former Nazis party members, though in reality
it offered its members no real political power.

8 «“Vernehmung. Untersuchungsorgan Pirna” Pirna, am 20.11.1950 (BStU Archiv der AuRenstelle Dresden
MfS BV Dresden, KD Sebnitz 3922).
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but stressed that it only concerned a “contest” that he knew about because he habitually
listened to the station.®® He had titled the letter, “The Question of Germany’s
Reunification.”® N. then (again) professed his disdain for RIAS, claiming that he was of
the opinion that those who supported RIAS’s partisan rumors and rabble-rousing news
should be designated as warmongers.®* The investigation moved on, and by late
December, N. revealed the July RIAS contest had been called “The Next Step toward
German Unity” and he had put his entry in an envelope addressed to RIAS inside another
envelope addressed to his sister to avoid the censors. When asked if he knew anyone else

in contact with RIAS, he claimed he did not.%?

The Struggle against RIAS in Dresden

While action taken in association with RIAS could result in legal consequences,
dealing with those who simply listened to RIAS prompted a different approach by the
SED. After all, the Party’s anti-fascist biography meant that to criminalize the availability
of foreign broadcasts would constitute a massive act of hypocrisy since such a law would
have been a bit too reminiscent of National Socialist legislation. Consider for instance the
exchange between colleagues discussing RIAS: the first asked why the party simply does
not prohibit listening to RIAS. The second colleague clarified: “That is a fascist method,;

our method is to convince.”® The approach generated by this mentality—which

8 “Vernehmung. Untersuchungsorgan Pirna” Pirna, den 23.11.1950 (BStU Archiv der AuRenstelle Dresden
MfS BV Dresden, KD Sebnitz 3922).

% Ibid.: “die Frage der Wiedervereinigung Deutschlands”

% Ibid.

92 |bid.

93 «Betr.: Bericht tiber die Durchfiihrung der Lektion, die Note der Sowjetregierung und das Seminar tber
Abhdren feindlicher Sender.” FDGB Freier Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, Landesvorstand Sachsen,
Zentralschule Ruf Luppa 36 an die Landesleitung der SED, Dresden, 5.4.52 (S4chsHStA 11856
Landesleitung Sachsen Nr. 385, BI.68): “Ein anderer Kollege stellte die Frage warum man nicht einfach
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publically seemed to make little reference to the legal measures laid out in article six—
constituted an organized campaign of persuasion to deter those who tuned in to RIAS.
The SED hatched a major crusade against RIAS early 1952 that presaged the
party’s plan to accelerate the construction of socialism later that summer. In February of
1952, the Agitation Department resolved to unleash an offensive against enemy
propaganda and, above all, RIAS. Walter Ulbricht recommended that the mass
organizations and organs take leadership of the campaign. Under their direction, pilot
brigades that would serve as exemplary units with efforts focused especially in Gorlitz
where “enemy propaganda continuously influenced a portion of the population with
criminal slandering of the Soviet Union, the Soviet Army, and supposed rabble rousing
concerning the Oder-Neisse border as the settled boundary.”®* It is highly unlikely that
RIAS called the border into question, but the regime often tied all types of potentially
devious talk to the work of outside agitators, especially RIAS. In cases where especially
dangerous lies, rumors, and defamations spread, the offensive would be more intense.
Functionaries working on the campaign also vowed to operate in public places such as
restaurants and workspaces where Dresdeners openly listened to enemy stations. Tactics
included confronting listeners on the spot and publicly shaming others through a

coordinated leaflet campaign, by word of mouth, and designating such people as

das Abhdren des RIAS verbietet? Die Kollegen Schuler machten ihm klar, dass dies eine faschistische
Methode sei, unsere Methode aber die der Uberzeugung ist.”

% Sekretarisvorlage, SED Landesleitung Sachsen, Abt. Agitation, Dresden, den 1.2.1952 (SachsHStA
11856 Landesleitung Sachsen Nr. 271, BI.13): “gelingt es der Feindpropaganda immer noch einen Teil der
Massen zu beeinflussen mit der verbrecherischen Hetze gegen die Sowjetunion und die Sowjetarmee, mit
der Hetzte gegen die Oder-NeiRe-Grenze als Friedensgrenze”
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warmongers in the local press.® The second part of the campaign consisted of publicizing
the anti-RIAS efforts of the citizenry though the SED’s media channels.%

These efforts, initiated by seminars and publications, began in the spring of 1952.
The SED identified Gorlitz, where “allegedly they only listen to RIAS...and RIAS
arguments circulated powerfully through the population” as one focal point for the
campaign.®” Propagandists led so-called seminars in various public spaces such as stores,
bars, and businesses, with one titled, for example “Who listens to RIAS lends an ear to
the mortal enemies of humanity.”® In Dresden, propagandists swooped down on
Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz—a focal point of the unrest on June 17, 1953. During the
seventy-minute seminar workers seemed to either have played dumb with officials or
perhaps they truly had little knowledge of the party’s positions regarding RIAS.
Employees stated that only “class conscious” workers could safely listen to RIAS; that
listening was only a problem when one spread the information, and that one must listen to
better recognize one’s enemy.* Did the seminar convince workers of RIAS’s political
noxiousness? Probably not, though the instructor reported that perhaps it helped and that
in subsequent “lessons,” he took every opportunity to point out the danger involved with
listening to RIAS. As a result, colleagues now discussed the anti-RIAS article hanging on

the factory wall during their breaks.'® This probably referred to an article entitled “Those

% Ibid.: “die die Kriegshetzte unterstiitzen”

% bid.

97 «Plan flr den Einsatz der Instrukteurbrigade der Landesleitung” (SachsHStA 11856 Landesleitung
Sachsen Nr. 316, BI.107).: “Im Kreis Gorlitz ist angeblich nur der RIAS zu héren; Die RIAS Argumente
kursieren dadurch stark in der Bevolkerung”

% Ibid.: “wer RIAS hort, leiht den Todfeinden der Menschheit sein Ohr”

9 Bericht Gber das Seminar: tiber das Abhdren feindlicher Sender. Betriebsschule “Paul Gruner”
Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz, Niedersedlitz, am 22.4.52 (SachsHStA 11856 Landesleitung Sachsen Nr. 271,
BI1.27): “klassenbewusste”

100 |bid.: “Paul Gruner”



125

who listen to RIAS help the war mongers!” published by the factory press.?! “Those who
listen to RIAS (and NWDR) and spread these lies help deliver the war mongers’
corrosive poison to our people” claimed the piece.'% This was, essentially—disregarding
the colorful wording and propagandistic adjectives—RIAS’s entire mission. When one
considers the resources used by the SED to counter that effort, one can deduce that the
station experienced considerable success in this regard.

The second part of the anti-RIAS campaign, touched on at the beginning of this
chapter and conceptualized in the previous chapter, involved the SED publicizing the
actions of those groups who volunteered to campaign against the station and other
Western outlets. In Dresden, the SED charged the Agitation Department with developing
two examples to publicize, one of which was the previously mentioned Grunaer Stra3e
housing community and the other was, not surprisingly in Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz.
The department secured pledges from workers—though not without facing questions and
considerable resistance from various brigades—and popularized the slogan “Don’t Listen
to RIAS - - All Strengths for Peace.”% The story ended up in Neues Deutschland under
the headline “Mass mobilization smothers the poison of the station of lies.”2%* It featured
the Hempel Brigade, which pledged to heighten their productivity—the infamous norms
that would become an issue in early June of 1953. But the article left out the numerous

problems that manifested themselves simply by attempting to convert RIAS listeners,

01 “Wer den ‘RIAS’ hort, hilft den Kriegshetzern!” Sachsenwerk — Spiegel, Betriebszeitung der
Belegschaft des Sachsenwerkes Niedersedlitz — herausgeben von der SED-Betriebsparteiorganisation, 4
April 1952 — Jahrgang 3 — Nr. 13 5 pf. (DRA Potsdam, Ostarchiv, F304-01-04/0004).

102 |bid.: “Wer den RIAS und den NWDR hért und diese Lligen verbreitet, tragt dazu bei, das zersetzende
Gift der Kriegshetzer in unser VVolk zu tragen.”

103 “Bericht Uber die Entfaltung des Kampfes gegen Riashetze,” SED Landesleitung Sachsen - Abteilung
Agitation, Abt. Agitation, Dresden, den 13.5.1952 (SéchsHStA 11856 Nr. 271, BI.35): “Kein Ohr dem Rias
- - alle Kraft dem Frieden”

104 “Massenmobilisierung erstickt das Gift der Liigensender,” Neues Deutschland, 28 Mai 1952.
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notably the “organized enemy activity” in the sprawling factory discovered by the
propagandists and the threatening letters received by comrades.®

In the hotspot of Gorlitz, a housing community sent a pledge (after government
prodding) to Radio Leipzig in which the residents of one building promised to refrain
from listening to RIAS and adorn the facade of their building with a banner to promote
the cause. In this case, the announcement came with a request for Radio Leipzig to
develop better programming for the working class and do something about the annoying
interference listeners experienced.*%® Factory workers from LOWA Waggonbau
Gorlitz—another prime source of unrest the following summer—sent their promise to
cease receiving RIAS broadcasts to Neues Deutschland and GDR radio and called on all

“peace-loving people to follow their example.”%’

Other Elements of the Rival Public Sphere

The production and exchange of rumors and anti-party literature further evidences
the existence of a rival public sphere that functioned as a counterweight to state power. It
is noteworthy that in the SED’s record, party officials categorized such activity under the
rubric “enemy activity” which included “open sabotage.”'% Pamphlets and leaflets reveal
that groups and outside influences succeeded to various degrees in reaching Dresdeners

with anti-SED literature, though the penetration could not match that of radio. Rumors

105 «“Bericht Uber die Entfaltung des Kampfes gegen Riashetze” (SachsHStA 11856 Nr. 271, BI.35).

106 Hausgemeinschaft Neissetrasse, Gorlitz, am 27. Marz 1952 an den Intendanten des Mitteldeutschen
Rundfunks Herrn Adolphs Leipzig — N22, Springerstrasse (SdchsHStA 11856 Landesleitung Sachsen Nr.
271, BIL.29).

107 SED Betriebsparteiorganisation Lowa Waggonbau Gorlitz an die Landesleitung der SED Dresden,
z.Hnd.d.Gen.Vogel (SachsHStA 11856 Landesleitung Sachsen Nr. 271, B1.18): “friedliebenden Menschen
auf ihrem Beispiel zu folgen”

108 «“Aufstellung von uns zugegangenen Information Gber Feindtétigkeit in der Zeit vom 1.7.-19.8.52.,”
Organizationskomittee der SED, Bezirk Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei u. M., Sektor
Parteiinformation (SdchsHStA 11857 1\V/2.5. Nr. 107, Bl.1): “Feindtitigkeit”; “Offene Sabotage”
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also represented an alternative form of political participation and an outlet for the
expression of hopes, fears, and desires. In this way, they offer us insights into the
political goals and doubts of East Germans as well as the reservations and critical
positions citizens often adopted concerning the ruling regime. The manner in which the
SED recorded these exchanges, overheard by functionaries or police, also reveals the
ways in which residents unofficially participated in government despite lacking
structured, democratic outlets.

The record detailing rumors and written dissent also presents a problem because it
is weighted toward the period following the Second Party Conference of July 1952. This
could mean that rumors and other dissident activity posed a greater threat to the regime in
this period, and this is quite plausible considering the economic suffering and political
pressure exerted by the SED, or it could simply mean that the party began taking rumors
and political attacks more seriously at this point. Possibly, too, it could mean that the
SED decided to begin collecting such data whereas before it dismissed it. Plausible as
well is the anticipation of an increase of activity in the rival public sphere. In other words,
one should consider the record here with some reservations in mind.

Following the Second Party Conference in July of 1952, the SED ordered State
Control to begin reporting immediately rumors, rabble rousing, and provocations.
Functionaries were asked to keep track of rumors, especially as they led to panic
purchasing and the withdrawal of savings.'® In December, some five months following
the initiation of Stalinist planning, the party recognized that dissident activity (the class

struggle, in its terms) had continued to increase), though one might note that leadership in

109 See the untitled document beginning “Ab sofort ist folgendes zu veranlassen,” [likely July 1952]
(SAPMO-BArch DC 1 6244).
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Dresden demonstrated an awareness of known unknowns regarding enemy activity,
suggesting that the existing evidence is perhaps only the tip of the iceberg. By December,
1952, regional reports suggest that illegal pamphleteering had steadily increased in
Dresden as had illegal emigration. Conditions continued to deteriorate in the countryside
where farmers—especially large scale farmers—discriminated against the collective
farms. Rumormongers attempted to incite unrest among the population and class enemies

tried to exploit weaknesses.'*

Leaflets

As it did with RIAS, the SED waged an ongoing battle against the distribution of
illegal pamphlets, leaflets, and literature that appeared in the region. Unfortunately, as it
did with rumors, the regime made no effort to systemically catalog these items, so it is
difficult to chart their availability or production, which, given their illicit nature, is not
surprising. Some of this literature arrived in Dresden via balloons, so the wind partially
dictated its destination. The number of balloons discovered by the authorities ranged
from single balloons to as many as 150.'! Occasionally party functionaries just noted an
empty balloon, while other times the leaflet from the balloon ended up in the hands of the
authorities.*? Some of these leaflets came from the Social Democratic Party in West
Germany. For example, a blue balloon that turned up in Kamenz with the address

“Freedom — SPD”” accompanied by leaflets in the area that read “Administrative reform?

110 «“Zusammenfassung der eingegangenen Berichte Uber Feindtatigkeit aus den Kreisen auf Grund einer
Anforderung des Sekretariats,” SED-Bezirksleitung, Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und
Massenorganisationen — Sektor Parteiinformation. 1.12.52 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. I\VV/2.5 Nr. 107, BI.26-
32).

11 “Aufstellung von uns zugegangenen Information Gber Feindtétigkeit in der Zeit vom 1.7.-19.8.52,” Bl.4.
112 «Aufstellung von uns zugegangenen Information Gber Feindtétigkeit in der Zeit vom 20.8.-30.8.52,”
Organizationskomittee der SED, Bezirk Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei u. M., Sektor
Parteiinformation (SdchsHStA 11857 1V/2.5. Nr. 107, BI.10).
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No, Sovietization is the goal. The German people greet Dr. Kurt Schumacher; The SPD
fights for German unity.”**® Another SPD balloon with “Unity and Freedom” written on
it appeared in Freital, with leaflets marking the contents’ origin with the SPD East-office
in West Berlin.!* The only other western group to sign its name to materials it distributed
in East Germany was the Fighting Group against Inhumanity and the Investigative
Committee of Free Jurists.!'® In one case, functionaries were able to collect the leaflets of
a fallen balloon before they spread through the population.*®

Quite often though, the source of leaflets remained unclear. The authors of these
leaflets attacked the GDR and its program in a number of ways while at the same time
serving as another connection between East and West. Some merely called for a “free
Europe” while others were more specific, for instance, attacking the GDR’s decision to
build up its armed forces: “Today it’s pellet guns, tomorrow real guns, the day after that,
mass graves — not with us.”*’ In Zittau at the clothing factory, leaflets appeared asking

colleagues to refuse their work because the factory produced parachutes while another set

of leaflets pleaded with residents to avoid reporting to Service for Germany and the

113 «Aufstellung der uns in Monat Januar zugegangenen Information Uber Feindtitigkeit,” SED
Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen, Sektor Parteiinformation.
6.2.53. (SachsHStA 11857 1VV/2.5. Nr. 107, Bl.84): “Verwaltungsreform? Nein. Sowjetisierung ist das Ziel.
Das deutsche Volk gruft Dr. Kurt Schumacher; Kampf der SPD um die Einheit Deutschlands.”

114 « Aufstellung der in den Monaten Februar und Marz eingegangenen Informationen tiber Feindtitigkeit,”
SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und Massenorganizationen, Sektor
Parteiinformation, 9.4.53. (SdchsHStA 11857 1V/2.5. Nr. 107, BI.113).

115 «Aufstellung von uns zugegangenen Information Gber Feindtétigkeit in der Zeit vom 20.8.-30.8.52.”
Note that they are listed here as Kampfbund freiheitlicher Juristen.

116 “Monatsbericht fiir Januar 1953,” Bezirksparteikontrollkommission Dresden, Dresden, den 9.2.1953
(S&chsHStA 11857 IV 2.4. Nr. 025, BI.80).

U7 «Aufstellung uns zugegangenen Information tiber Feindtatigkeit in der Zeit von 1. bis 29.9.52,” SED-
Org.-Komitee Bezirk Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei u.M., Sektor Parteiinformation 29.9.52
(SachsHStA 11857 1V/2.5. Nr. 107, B1.13), Freie Europa; “Aufstellung von uns zugegangenen Information
Uber Feindtatigkeit in der Zeit vom 1.7.-19.8.52,” Bl.4; “Aufstellung uns zugegangenen Information tber
Feindtatigkeit im Monat Oktober, SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und
Massenorganisationen, Sektor Parteiinformation, Dresden 5.11.52 (SachsHStA 11857 1V/2.5. Nr. 107,
BI1.19): “Heute Luftgewehre, morgen Kanonen, ibermorgen Massengrab — ohne uns”
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People’s Police.''® Other leaflets served as warnings, for instance, by suggesting that
authorities were listening in on conversations—“watch your conversations, the NKVD is
listening in.”''° Some leaflets targeted specific groups. For example, The European
Alliance of Youth (Bund Europdaischer Jugend) claimed in their leaflets that Western
institutions like the European Community for Coal and Steel had now brought Europe
one step closer to integration as a “United States of Europe.”*?’ Another stated: “We
acknowledge all of Europe’s youth in a heartfelt bond — every postcard [leaflet] returned
is evidence of this solidarity.”*?* As with RIAS, the goal always remained the same: to

maintain a connection between east and west while undermining the GDR’s legitimacy.

Rumors in the Rival Public Sphere

Rumors constituted a powerful component in the rival public sphere that revealed
authentic public opinion and functioned as an informal type of political participation.
Between the summer of 1952 and Stalin’s death, rumors dogged party officials and
undermined their attempts to build their new society. As was the case with leaflets, the
rumor record requires careful analysis. Whether rumors began as a backlash against the
accelerated buildup of socialism or had always circulated in a similar manner is difficult
to determine, because the record begins taking regular stock of their occurrence in the

summer of 1952. It is probably safe to argue, though, that rumor spreading intensified

118 « Aufstellung uns zugegangenen Information tber Feindtatigkeit im Monat Oktober,” BI.19.
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/item/ AWBNKAMU7ASUHUMZTHFYYTOZXMT40WGB
Dienst flr Deutschland was an organization led by the People’s Police that came out of the Second party
Conference which called on youth to help construct military facilities.

119 “Aufstellung von uns zugegangenen Information tiber Feindtétigkeit in der Zeit vom 1.7.-19.8.52,” Bl.4:
“Achtung bei Gespréchen, NKVD hort mit”

120 «“Aufstellung uns zugegangenen Information tiber Feindtatigkeit in der Zeit von 1. bis 29.9.52,” BI.13:
“Bund Europdischer Jugend”; “Vereinigten Staaten von Europa”

121 |bid.: “Wir griiRen die Jugend in ganz Europa in herzlicher Verbundenheit. Jede zuriickgesandte Karte
ist uns ein Beweis unserer Zusammengehorigkeit”
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during this period and certainly rose following Stalin’s death, which, as this chapter will
show, engendered political uncertainty.

Rumors pertaining to food and goods were the most common prior to Stalin’s
death and reveal how Dresdeners explained and reacted to shortages and the economic
shortcomings of the newly introduced economic plan. Around Christmas in Meil3en, for
instance, rumors circulated that white candles were no longer going to be produced and
that residents should stock up at the same time belief spread around Dresden that bakers
would not offer fruitcakes as that was now the domain of the state-run collective
stores.'?2 Rumor also explained that the shortage of canned fish could be traced to an East
German trawler that had been impounded by the Swedes.*?® In a Gorlitz factory, workers
spread the rumor—supposedly based on a RIAS report—that bread cards were to be re-
introduced and that Leipzig had run out of eggs.'?* These rumors seem innocuous, but in
a nation of true shortages, they could lead to runs on goods. For example, rumors that
butter would not be distributed in Grof3enhain in December resulted in a number of
women buying an entire month’s supply all at once.!?® Similarly, a rumor that the price of
schnapps was to rise led to locals reportedly purchasing the drink by the backpack full X%
Sometimes consumers explained higher prices as a result of greater economic planning
hatched by the SED. In one area, residents attributed high coffee prices to the deficits

now run by the state—a reference to the national economic problems that led to

122 Dresden, 25.11.1952, Zentrale Kommission fiir Staatliche Kontrolle, Bezirksinspektion Dresden Nr. 54
(SAPMO-BArch DC 1 6212).

128 “Aufstellung der uns im Monat November zugegangenen Information (iber Feindtitigkeit,” SED-
Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen, Sektor Parteiinformation,
1.12.52 (S&chsHStA 11857 IV/2.5. Nr. 107, B1.47).

124 1pid.

125 “Aufstellung der uns im Monat Dezember zugegangenen Information tiber Feindtitigkeit,” Leitende
Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen, Sektor Parteiinformation, 2.1.53 (SachsHStA 11857 1V/2.5.
Nr. 107, BL.74).

126 «Aufstellung der uns im Monat Dezember zugegangenen Information Gber Feindtitigkeit,” BI.82.
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significant consumer dissatisfaction.*?’ The real and perceived fragility of the GDR’s
economy would grow into a topic that would invigorate the rumor mill in the period
leading up to June 17. The party took these rumors seriously as the economic plan was so
closely tied to the political plan, and Joseph Stalin’s death in March of 1953stimulated
the production of improvised news as national and international politics assumed an

increasingly greater role in the rival public sphere.

Stalin’s Death
“RIAS horen — Stalin tot — jetzt mehr Brot”

- scribbled on a theater wall in Konigsbriick, Dresden Region*?®

“The dog can go ahead and croak™ quipped a young man and “active RIAS
listener.”*?® Known by authorities to spread ideas gleaned from western radio stations in
his youth group, his subsequent arrest and the investigation into his comments serves as a
reminder of just how seriously the SED took RIAS’s potential to indirectly undermine its
leadership.!® Now, Stalin’s death on March 5 offered considerable political opportunity
for the station. The previous chapter showed that Stalin’s passing presented the SED with
an opportunity to demonstrate its legitimacy through a distinctly Cold War form of
representative or theatrical publicness. Choreographed demonstrations staffed by

functionaries and coerced workers and publicized messages of solidarity designed to

127 1pjd.

128 «“Aufstellung der in den Monaten Februar und Mérz eingegangenen Informationen Uber Feindtitigkeit.”
SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen Sektor
Parteiinformation. 9.4.53. (SachsHStA 11857 1V/2.5 Nr. 107 BI.115): “Listen to RIAS — Stalin is dead —
more bread now”

129 “Informationsmeldung Nr. 12/53,” Zentrale Kommission fiir Staatliche Kontrolle Bezirksinspektion
Dresden An die Zentrale Kommission fiir Staatliche Kontrolle, Berlin. Dresden, den 12.3.53 (SAPMO-
BArch DC 1 6212): “Der Hund kann ruhig verrecken; aktiver Horer des Rias”

130 1pid.
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create the impression of a community bound in solidarity through Stalin’s leadership
while grieving his death all represented the SED’s attempt to represent the unity of the
greater Soviet Bloc. Against this official public sphere, RIAS broadcasted a disparate
assessment of Stalin’s legacy and raised the possibility of real political change while
authorities fretted over rumors and jokes and unofficial celebrations that mocked the
former Soviet leader’s legacy, damaging the SED’s prestige and authority.

While the SED and other pro-Soviet outlets boasted that Stalin had bequeathed a
blueprint to the socialist lands that could leave them little doubt that prosperity lay in the
near future, RIAS asked more pointed questions and chipped away at the CPSU’s claim
to rule and, by extension, the SED’s claim to the future. What was to come after Stalin’s
passing? The station offered no clear answer, but the commentators largely framed the
situation as one in which a major geo-political shift now appeared possible. Above all,
the power vacuum meant that Soviet authority had waned, with RIAS commentators
arguing that Malenkov or Molotov, either of whom might have the last word, could never
project the authority of their predecessor whose clout simply could not be inherited.
Certainly, Stalin’s legend would inform their decisions, but they would also come to their
own decisions and they would do so without a good number of Stalin’s tactical benefits.
Among these was a widespread forced adoration and the confidence that had permitted
the Soviets to present any arbitrary decision as an unassailable interpretation based on
Lenin’s teachings. The superhuman splendor and image surrounding Stalin, an artificial
creation, and Stalin’s mystique that had formed the basis of a ritualized oath

(Eidesformel) for the Soviet people and the slavish (blindgehende) functionaries on the
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Volga and the Elbe also constituted part of the dictator’s strength.'*! Even though all of
this had passed with Stalin, RIAS noted that the party bureaucracy would carry on and
the factories would continue to produce.*?

In contrast to the SED’s commemorations and adoring speeches, RIAS offered a
review of the late leader’s crimes against humanity, likening him in one case to
Robespierre and the worst excesses of the French Revolution. The station claimed, for
example, that while Karl Marx had once quipped that violence had become the midwife
of a new society, Stalin “had made violence the mother of his dictatorship.”**®
Commentators painted Stalin as a man without feelings or sentimentality, who had
secretly ordered the murder of Leon Trotsky in Mexico and Sergey Kirov in Leningrad,
before “quickening the guillotine’s pace” in 1936.13* The program concluded with eleven
million dead from starvation and political purges before commentators turned to Pravda’s
headlines, mocking the outlet’s claims of a “great unity between party and people.”**®
And when the East Berlin press called Stalin “the greatest son in the history of mankind,”
the station reminded listeners just how powerful such adoration and “ritualistic

superlatives” had been.'%

131 «“Sendung am Tode Stalins,” Hauptabteilung Politik, Werktag der Zone, Freitag, den 6. Méarz 1953,
19.40 — 20.00 Uhr (DRA Potsdam Filus 03 Werktag d. Zone - F003, B 304-01-08 / 0001): “fiir kleinen
Stalintreuen, blindgehende Funktiondre an der Wolga und an der Elbe, war dieser Nymbus wie eine
zwingende Eidesformel”

132 “Sendung zum Tode Stalins” — Kommentar / Heinz Frentzel - Freitag, den 6. Marz 1953

19.40 — 1945. Hauptabteilung Politik (DRA Potsdam, B304-01-00-0012).

133 |bid.: “Stalin machte die Gewalt zur Mutter seiner Diktatur”

134 Ibid.: “Die Guillotine wird schneller”

185 “Sendung am Tode Stalins,” Hauptabteilung Politik, Werktag der Zone: “Die groRe Einheit von Partei
und Volk”

136 |hid.: “Das zeigt, wie fest eingefressen diese Rituellen Superlativen sind und er ist gleichzeitig so etwas
wie eine der ersten Abweichungen von der neuen Linie, die das vergréernde Fernglas abzusetzen befiehlt,
um es in seiner umgedreht verkleinernden Wirkung zu verwenden.”
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Rabble Rousing and Celebrating

Consider for an instant the phrasing from an April 1953 report produced by
Dresden’s Regional Party Control Commission: “in the past month it was attempted
through rabble-rousing letters and rumors to influence the population.”*®” The lack of an
easily identified actor or source here (which, of course, | have collectively categorized as
the rival public sphere) meant that the multitude of outlets from which the population
gathered knowledge presented a serious and somewhat abstract threat to the SED and its
control of information in an unstable political situation. So as RIAS speculated that a
geopolitical change might now be possible and whittled away at the prestige of Stalin and
by extension those who upheld his system in East Germany, the SED had to cope with a
rumor mill and anti-SED propaganda that undercut the Party’s official representations of
national unity following Stalin’s death. Some of this vitriol probably found inspiration in
foreign broadcasts and certainly the SED felt that they did based on numerous incidents
in the record. For example, on March 8, per a functionary based in Gorlitz, a bakery
owner and three others gathered at a tavern in the town of Gersdorf. The barkeeper led
the group to a separate room where guests were listening to western radio broadcasts and
one of the listeners proclaimed “[the time has arrived] to string up the entire SED.”%®
Authorities in Gorlitz encountered more troubling developments when listening in on
conversations in the area. Workers at the Locomotive and Wagon Factory declined to

comment on political developments when prompted by functionaries as someone’s

137 “Monatsbericht fiir Marz 1953,” Bezirksparteikontrollkommission — Dresden — Dresden, den 13.4.1953
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2.4 025, BI.107-8): “[Auch] im vergangenen Monat wurde versucht, durch
Hetzzettel und Geriichte die Bevolkerung zu beeinflussen”

138 “Informationsmeldung Nr. 14/53,” Zentrale Kommission fiir Staatliche Kontrolle, Bezirksinspektion
Dresden, Dresden, den 18.3.53, An die Zentrale Kommission fiir staatliche Kontrolle, Berlin (SAPMO-
BArch DC 1 6212): “Jetzt ist die Zeit gekommen, die ganze SED aufzuhédngen”
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brother had reportedly been arrested after thanking God for Stalin’s death.*3® An older
Christian told his colleagues that while Stalin had not been judged on earth, he would be
in heaven.*® And the churches became a potential thorn in the regime’s side as pastors
deviated from the SED’s script. For instance, the pastor in Kamenz who (reportedly) read
from his pastoral letter that “A great socialist leader has returned to Christendom. This
leader has also written a book in which he instructs all socialists to do the same.”#
Residents ripped Stalin’s pictures from the wall in Kamenz and other towns.'#? Or
consider the anonymous letter received by the local SED office, wherein the author
reported that the residents of Seifenhennersdorf celebrated Stalin’s death as he had driven
them from their native Reichenau, forcing them to give up their houses and farms. “We
wish him good luck on his journey,” the letter stated, “now he can no longer plunder east

Germany.”*3

A Wind of Change?

These conversations reveal that the uncertainty articulated by RIAS now
circulated though the population. On Sunday morning in Sebnitz a priest stated to his
congregation that God had willed Stalin’s death and Germany now found itself in a

“profound abyss and deep crisis.”*** This crisis, of course, stemmed from the very real

139 « Aufstellung der in den Monaten Februar und Marz eingegangenen Informationen tiber Feindtitigkeit.”
BI.115.

140 1bid.

141 “Informationsmeldung Nr. 13/53,” Zentrale Kommission fiir Staatliche Kontrolle, Bezirksinspektion
Dresden, Dresden, den 14.3.53, An die Zentrale Kommission fur staatliche Kontrolle, Berlin (SAPMO-
BArch DC 1 6212): “Ein groRer sozialistischer Fihrer ist zum Christentum zuriickgekehrt. Derselbe hat ein
Buch geschrieben, worin er alle Sozialisten auffordert, das gleiche zu tun.” The report notes that it is
unclear exactly to whom the letter refers. The case was passed on to the local Stasi office.

142 «“Aufstellung der in den Monaten Februar und Mérz eingegangenen Informationen Uber Feindtitigkeit.”
143 1bid., B1.128: “Wir wiinschen ihm viel Glick auf seiner Reise....nun kann er nicht mehr pliindern.”

144 « Aufstellung der in den Monaten Februar und Marz eingegangenen Informationen tiber Feindtitigkeit.”
SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen Sektor
Parteiinformation. 9.4.53. (SdchsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V//2.5 Nr. 107 B1.132).



137

question of political leadership in the Soviet Union and Germany, but the answers and
predictions harbored by the population in the Dresden region reveal that popular opinion
was quite often a concoction of reality and wishful (or fearful) thinking. Workers in the
LOWA factory in Gorlitz discussed rumors of Malenkov’s resignation (not true yet since
this conversation occurred sometime before 3.22.53) while a worker at the traffic
enterprise joked to a colleague that he could now apply for Stalin’s job. Thus, rumors of
Malenkov’s abdication seems to have gained legs for several weeks in the region. Other
rumors circulated that claimed Malenkov would now do something about releasing
prisoners of war.}*®> Another theory in Riesa held that Malenkov succeeded Stalin because
he was his son-in-law and a Jew—neither of which was true.'*® Workers in Pirna argued
that Stalin’s death and Malenkov’s succession would bring about more aggressive
policies.**” All counties in the region reported that the number of illicit pamphlets in
circulation increased in May.'*® Some leaflets of indeterminate origin circulated in one
town (in Russian) that Russian soldiers were now demanding their freedom since Stalin
was dead.2#° In the countryside around Dresden, leaflets in Russian were distributed by a
self-proclaimed “Revolutionary Staff” while in Obercunnersdorf, leaflets proclaimed that
“the emancipation from the Bolshevik yoke was getting close.” 1>

It appears that during the months following Stalin’s death, the rumor mill became

more serious and increasingly took aim at the SED’s very existence as a state’s governing

145 |bid., BI.115-16.

146 “Gegnerische Tétigkeit: Zentrale Kommission fir Staatliche Kontrolle, Bezirksinspektion Dresden,”
Dresden, den 18.3.53.

147 | bid.

148 “Monatsbericht Mai 1953,” Bezirksparteikontrollkommission, Dresden. Dresden, den 9.6.1953 1953
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2.4 025, Bl.149).

149 «“Aufstellung der in den Monaten Februar und Mérz eingegangenen Informationen Uber Feindtitigkeit,”
B1.118; BI.120, picture ripped off wall here too.

150 «“Monatsbericht flir Marz, 1953,” Bezirksparteikontrollkommission, Dresden. Dresden, den 13.4..1953
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2.4 025, BI.122).
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party. The subject matter turned from the price of goods to the value of money, and for
instance, in Pirna and Heidenau the rumor now spread that money not in a bank would
soon become worthless.*>* And more troubling for the SED, political leaders now found
themselves the subject of damaging rumors. The whereabouts, statuses, and health of
East Germany’s leading politicians increasingly drove public conversations in the period
prior to the uprising. For instance, in three counties already in the week after Stalin’s
death, the rumor and unofficial news, respectively, circulated that President Pieck had
moved to the West or had become quite ill.1> When Stalin’s heirs called on East German
leadership to retreat from the accelerated buildup of socialism in early June, RIAS and

the rumor mill would adopt an even more rebellious tone.

Conclusions

RIAS existed at the heart of the rival public sphere in Dresden and relentlessly
challenged the legitimacy, planning, and vision of the Socialist Unity Party. Through
targeted campaigns, the station influenced and mobilized workers in opposition to SED
policies and spread news that undermined the SED’s efforts. Indeed, RIAS openly sought
the dissolution of “the Zone,” and in the meantime established an nation of Germans
bound together by letters and popular programming. The SED’s determination to
diminish RIAS’s influence underscored the station’s effectiveness and the weakness of
the GDR’s media outlets and the state itself. This fragileness became increasingly evident
following the Second Party Conference and Stalin’s death, when the rumor mill, another

critical component in the rival public sphere, became ever more hostile toward the party

151 pjid.

152 “Informationsmeldung Nr. 14/53,” Zentrale Kommission fiir Staatliche Kontrolle, Bezirksinspektion
Dresden, Dresden, den 18.3.53, an die Zentrale Kommission flr Staatliche Kontrolle, Berlin (SAPMO-
BArch DC 1 6212).
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as the political situation destabilized. A number of political missteps in the summer of
1953 would help turn the rival public sphere into a revolutionary public sphere—the

subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter Three

Legitimation Crisis, June 11-16, 1953

“It’s getting to be time that the red fat cats in the district also get liquidated.”
-Overheard in Sebnitz a few day before June 17*

“Don’t you know that an uprising has already broken out in Czechoslovakia and it’s
going to kick off here soon, because the workers are only waiting until the revolution

12

comes.

-A worker in Dresden, a day or two before June 172

On June 11, everything appeared to change. The SED published and aired a
Communiqué that announced the Party had made “errors” in the past, forcing the
Politburo to make sweeping recommendations to address social, economic, and political
problems. The explosive news was a key act in the events of June, 1953.

This chapter reasons that the SED’s decision (made for them in Moscow) to
abandon the hard-line socialist buildup and its weak public relations campaign to explain
the maneuver allowed rumors—improvised news—to shape public opinion. These
rumors, sometimes true, sometimes partially true, and sometimes false, which emerged
from collective conversations reveal a confused and disoriented public. As a result,
rumors swirled through rival public sphere explaining the present and presenting hope for

the future. Oftentimes these rumors were rooted in factual news but had taken on a life of

! Sebnitz - 11,10 Uhr [likely June 14, 1953]: “In Unternehmerkreisen, besonders bei kap.
Blumengrosshéndler wird diskutiert, endlich beginnt der Zuchthausstaat zusammenzubrechen. Es wird Zeti,
das die roten Bonzen im Kreis auch liquidiert werden.”

2 “Betr.: Wochen-Analyse zum Kommuniqué des Politbiiros,” Dresden, 16.6.53, Abteilung: Sekretariat
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “unsinnigsten”; “WeiBt du nicht, dass in der CSR bereits ein
Aufstand ausgebrochen ist, auch bei uns wird es bald losgehen und die Arbeiter warten nur darauf, bis die
Revolution kommt.”
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their own, reflecting official news sources’ lack of credibility among the reading and
listening public. The improvisational nature of the information also revealed the
ideological media polarization in the GDR during the Cold War. As Cass Sunstein notes,
rumors are often more prevalent in times of uncertainty. This certainly seems to have
been the case here during the week before the demonstrations, as functionaries often
noted the sheer volume and tenacity of the rumors in circulation. In other words, these
rumors “cascaded,” to borrow again from Sunstein. Furthermore, many of these rumors
contributed to a situation where an already-weakened regime became increasingly
challengeable and the existing political arrangement appeared evermore untenable.®

The period between the regime’s proclamation of the New Course and the events
of June 17 represented a crisis of legitimacy for the SED. The GDR’s legitimacy, which
opponents could never officially call into question, rested on the appearance of
communal, national, and international solidarity as well as the widespread belief in the
SED’s vision for the future. Thus, the regime was essentially self-legitimizing; it alone
needed to recognize itself as it did not acknowledge domestic political challenges. Once
again, dependence on the Weberian construction of a constitutional-rational state renders
the idea of a legitimation crisis unsuited for application to the former Eastern Bloc
nations and calls for modifications to the notion of legitimacy. Instead, we might
recognize “weak forms” of legitimacy behind the Iron Curtain: people did not like what
was happening, but they could not imagine things being different and therefore they
accepted their fate. Thus, such states only rarely suffered legitimacy crises except during

occasional public outbursts as it was during these moments when citizens did imagine

3 Sunstein, On Rumors, 1-15; Timothy Tackett, “Rumors and Revolution;” Tamotsu Shibutani, Improvised
News: 8.
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their situation changing. Thus, this chapter will show that the rival public sphere,
increasingly energized by the announcement of the New Course on June 11, 1953, helped
make revolution thinkable and in some cases, appear imminent or even as having already
begun.*

Research based on the public “mood reports” (Stimmungsberichte) in Dresden
after the announcement reveals a regime that had lost its ability to effectively
communicate with the masses and found itself in a precarious political position.® This

chapter will examine how this happened.

Background to the Resolution

The political background of the SED’s course change, formulated in the Soviet
Union by Stalin’s succession team of Beria, Malenkov, Molotov, and Bulganin, called for
a retreat from their predecessor’s hardline tactics. In early June 1953, they summoned the
East German leadership trifecta—Walter Ulbricht, Otto Grotewohl, and Wilhelm Pieck—
to Moscow where they received instructions for a new planning package that would
replace the accelerated buildup in the GDR that had focused on heavy industry.®

The East German government now found itself in the awkward position of
retracting its uncompromising mission statement and pronouncing a softer platform as the

way forward. The publicization of this political retreat proved perilous for the SED and it

4 There are problems with applying Habermas’ conception of a legitimation crisis to a Soviet type society,
as traditional concepts of legitimacy cannot be readily applied here. See Atilla Agh, “The Failure of the
Socialist Project in East-Central Europe: The Legitimation Crisis of ‘Real Socialism,”” Aula 12 (1990): 7-
16; Ferenc Feher, Agnes Heller, and Gyorgy Markus, Dictatorship over Needs (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1983), 137-8.

5 For a similar review of the mood reports generated following the announcement of the New Course, see
Udo Wengst, “Der Aufstand am 17.Juni 1953 in der DDR. Aus den Stimmungsberichten der Kreis- und
Bezirksverbande der Ost-CDU im Juni und Juli 1953,” Vierteljahrshefte fir Zeitgeschichte, 41 (1993): 277-
321, 280. Wengst finds a similar mixture of confusion and rejoicing detailed in this chapter.

& Christian Ostermann, Uprising in East Germany, 1953, 18-19.
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found itself needing to maintain legitimacy while simultaneously admitting that its
previous goals and tactics had been the wrong ones. The party thus put its
communications apparatus to work along with political agitators to promote the new line.
Nevertheless, this account was not the only information source available to East Germans.
RIAS and other foreign broadcasters supplemented the official news and much of the
population received a distorted edition of the SED’s official message. This was especially
true in the Dresden region, where the regime found it nearly impossible to convince
audiences of what it considered factual news. Instead, in mid-June, sudden political
change combined with rumors, misinformation, and genuine news of events, to create
widespread doubt of the regime’s viability.

At a glance, one might find it strange that unrest broke out in East Germany when
it did. After all, the policies that had produced the rather devastating effects on the social
and economic well-being of the country had been abandoned, and the regime fully
expected that its call to implement many of the policies that East Germans desired would

stave off attempts at revolution from below. But this was, of course, not the case.

The News

Despite announcing news of its own making, the SED probably found itself in
many instances “scooped” by the more popular RIAS. Early on June 11 the station
broadcasted the most important points of the reforms including the relaxed rules
regarding travel restrictions for both East and West Germans while noting the
unusualness of this new policy, pointing out that this would allow families to reunite.
RIAS also noted the new ability for those in the West to get a first-hand look at life in

East and vice versa—timed perfectly for the traditional holiday season that had just
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begun.” “So what can the population do now?” queried the announcer. His answer was:
“in any case, more than before.”® The station presented the New Course as a moment
when the SED lost political capital. Those who had been under the pressure of the SED—
the middle-sized farmers, private businesses, and Christian youth groups could now, in
the words of the station, again become active, and “insist the communists meet them face
to face/take a stand.”® This initial assessment of the issuance concluded that it represented
a blow to the SED and offered East Germans an uncommon chance—one that should not
remain unused.'® The broadcast concluded with some advice for the station’s listeners,
urging them to get a hold of a copy of Neues Deutschland and read it closely.!

The Party revealed the resolution to its citizenry on the morning of June 11 on the
front page of Neues Deutschland and through the airwaves, the factory radio systems in
those workplaces that had them in place, and through the Stadtfunk. Those who
purchased or got hold of a copy of the Sachsische Zeitung or Neues Deutschland on June
11 learned of the regime’s change of course, which was the official version of what they
might have heard on RIAS. The announcement proclaimed the different efforts on the
part of the SED to improve the living standards of GDR citizens, while admitting that
errors had been made in the past with respect to taxes (too high), food rationing cards
(not enough), and the repression of targeted portions of society, including the
intelligentsia, individual farmers, and private merchants. Following this admission, the

Politburo reiterated its goal to unite Germany, which, it claimed, would require a

" “Berlin Spricht zur Zone” 11. Juni 1953 (DRA Mikrofilm F0055 Hauptabteilung Politk Nr. 1014, 63.2).
8 Ibid.: “Sprecher: was kann die Bevolkerung tun? Auf alle Fille mehr als bisher”

® Ibid., 6: “ja sie mussen wieder aktiv und fordern den Kommunisten gegeniibertreten.”

10 1hid., 6.

1 1bid., 6: “Kommuniqué des Politbiiros des Zentralkomitees der SED vom 9. Juni 1953,” Neues
Deutschland, June 11, 1953.
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rapprochement of both its halves. In connection with this statement, the resolution
pointed to a new, more relaxed approach to the policing of traffic between the two states
and offered those who had fled the GDR a chance to return to their homes and reclaim
their property or receive compensation for their losses. Other sweeteners included
lowered prices for marmalade, honey, sweets, and baked goods. Curiously, the hated
workers’ norms remained in place. Still, the resolution pointed to a radical shift in the
Party’s position. As the population came to recognize the gravity of what the regime had
proposed, everything appeared to change in the popular imagination.*? This is a
significant point because the New Course raised hopes for fundamental change, not
unlike the calling of the Estates General, which as George Lefebvre pointed out,
heightened expectations for positive changes among common people.*® Such a

development would seem to set the stage for the enactment of a revolutionary script.

The Receptions of the News, Nationally

Workplaces around the GDR buzzed with the news and what it all meant, with
workers even speculating whether the heightened norms would be revised. Some workers
now claimed that the Politburo had finally listened to its critics and accepted their
objections. Factory workers discussed the resolution’s importance in unifying Germany
and easing the restrictions on travel, which would now allow East Germans to personally
get in touch with their relatives in the West. Also, internal reports seemed to reveal that
colleagues regarded the Communiqué as a sign of the SED’s strength; the Party

publically admitted past mistakes raising hopes that the Party would build a stronger

12 “K ommuniqué des Politbiiros des Zentralkomitees der SED vom 9. Juni 1953,” Neues Deutschland Juni
11, 1953.
13 peter McPhee, ed., A Companion to the French Revolution (Malden, MA, Blackwell, 2013), 233.
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relationship with the masses.'* These mistakes, some argued, could have been avoided
had the Leninist theory of “an ear to the masses” been upheld.*® At the same time, rumors
began to swirl around the GDR: Pieck had fled the country; Ulbricht and other ministers
had been arrested; Pieck had died; and a range of other false reports that seemed to
undermine or counter what the SED was saying.'® Similar rumors would appear in the

communities in and around Dresden in the week leading up to the uprising.

Communicating the Resolution in the Dresden Region

A sense of elation and newfound hope appeared to grip the nation. The local
government in Dresden almost immediately began to receive reports indicating the
population took a keen interest in the news of June 11. People lined up at the newspaper
stand to purchase Die Union, Neues Deutschland, and other publications that published
the Communiqué.l” In the course of a few minutes, the post office recorded fifty-four
telephone calls with requests for the special edition of the Sachsische Zeitung presenting
the Communiqué.'® A newspaper saleswoman, whose stand was located at the
waterworks in Dresden-Tolkewitz heard the resolution on the radio and immediately

jotted down the news in shorthand so she would be able to read it to her early morning

14 “Thema: Kommuniqué des Polithiros des Zentralkomitees der SED vom 9. Juni 1953,” FDGB-
Bundesvorstand Org.-Instr.-Abteilung, Sektor Information, den 12. Juni, 1953, Information Nr. 21
(SAPMO-BArch DY 30/1V/2/5 543).

15 1hid.

16 “Thema: Kommuniqué des Politbiiros des Zentralkomitees der SED vom 9. Juni 1953,” FDGB-
Bundesvorstand, Org.-Instr.-Abteilung, Sektor Information, Den 13. Juni, 1953 Information Nr. 22
(SAPMO-Barch DY 30/1V/2/5 543).

17 See the untitled document beginning “Der Anteil der Bevélkerung verstérkt sich laufend” Nationale
Front des Demokratischen Deutschland, Bezirksausschuss Dresden, Sekretariat. 12.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857
Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

18 See the untitiled document beginning “Die Bevolkerung nimmt regen Anteil und zeigt groBes Interesse
fiir den Beschluss des Politbiiros.” Nationale Front des Demokratischen Deutschland Bezirksausschuss
Dresden, i.A. Hempel, Sekretariat 11.6.1953 Wa/B6 (SAPMO-BArch DY 6 5005).
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customers.® The enormity of the news was likewise not lost on at least one worker in a
VEB, where someone recorded the wording of the Communiqué (as it aired over the
radio) and shared the news with the entire staff during the morning break.?° In nearby
Riesa, as in other locations, the factory broadcast system announced the Communiqué to
the majority of the factories while the same information went out over the SED’s radio
waves.?! This happened, for example, at VEM Transformatoren-und Roentgenwerk and
Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz early in the morning of June 12.22 As the news blasted over
the Stadtfunk system residents in Dresden and Bautzen gathered around the loudspeakers

and chatted about the details of the news—perhaps planning a visit to West Germany.?3

Preparation and clarification efforts
After the Communiqué officially aired over the radio systems and through the
local party publications, the SED rushed to explain its political maneuvers to confused
party functionaries, deploying campaigners to explain positions to workforces and other
communities.
In a number of enterprises, the BPO (Betriebsparteiorganisation or SED party
representation in the workplace) gathered campaigners, instructors, organizers, and others

between the early hours of the morning and the afternoon on Wednesday to relay directly

19 1hid.

20 «Betr.: Situationsbericht — Kommuniqué vom 9.6. / 1.Bericht SED-Stadtbezirk II1,” Dresden-A17. Den
11.6.53 Parteiinformation, Schulstr. 11 an die Kreisleitung der SED, Parteiinformation (SachsHStA 11857
Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

21 See the untitled and undated document beginning “Sofort nach Bekanntwerden des Kommuniqué durch
den demokratischen Rundfunk,” Riesa, Genosse Mdbius (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

22 “Betr. Stimmungsbericht uber die empfehlung des Polit.-Buros and die Regierung vom 9.6.1953,” VEM
Transformatoren-und Roentgenwerk Dresden, SED Betriebsparteiorganisation an die Bezirksleitung der
SED Abt. Information (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).

23 “Stellungsnahmen zum Kommuniqué des Politbtros des ZK der SED vom 9.6.1953,” “Nationale Front
des Demokratischen Deutschland Bezirkausschuss Dresden, Sekretariat. den 13.6.1953 Wa. (SachsHStA
11857 Nr. 1\VV/2/12/011); “Betr. Stimmungsbericht iber das Kommuniqué dzk der SED” v. 9.6.1953,
Bezirksvorstand Dresden, Kreisvorstand Pirna. DPD 12.6.1953 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).
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to them the Communiqué after it aired over GDR radio. In such meetings, the BPO
sought to convince those present of the measures’ necessity—particularly more abstract
concepts such as the renewed struggle toward a unified Germany and the establishment
of peace. Following such consultations, comrades in attendance received orders to visit
workplaces and generate reports that gauged opinion in the workforces.?* Additionally,
the consultations were to equip them with the arguments and knowledge necessary to
clarify any misunderstandings that arose.?® Similarly, functionaries throughout the
Dresden region received the party line on June 11 from county committees and
instructions to popularize it in key areas.?® As the various departments around the region
began attempting to defend and promote the regime’s new position and gather

information, the complexity of their task became apparent.

Approval and Relief

On one hand, the proposed measures spelled out in the Communiqué met general
approval, as after all, they seemed to rectify the most common complaints about the
SED’s governance of the GDR. Reports in Dresden declared that the majority of the
working class, members of the intelligentsia, artisans, and businessmen greeted the New

Course and the “self-criticism” of the Politburo as evidence that the government was

24 «Betr. Stimmungsbericht Uber die Empfehlung des Polit.-Buros und die Regierung vom 9.6.1953;
Stimmungsbericht zum Beschluss des Polithiiros vom 9.6.1953, SED — Betriebsparteiorganisation, Rat des
Bezirkes Dresden, Dresden, den 12.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011); “Betr.: Diskussionen uber
das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros,” An die Abt. Leitende Organe - Sektor Parteiinformation - im Hause
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011); “Betr.: Situationsbericht — Kommuniqué vom 9.6. / 1.Bericht,” SED-
Stadtbezirk I11 Parteiinformation an die Kreisleitung der SED, Parteiinformation - Dresden-A17 den
11.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V//2/12/011).

% |bid.

2 «“Qperativ Information: Uber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53, Bericht I,” SED Kreisleitung
Dresden Stadt, Abt. P.u.M., Parteiinformation, Dresden, den 12.6.1953 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr.
IV/2/12/011); see the document beginning “Vom Kreissekretariat ist eine Besprechung mit den Genossen
Abteilungsleiter,” Freital - - Gen. Schossig — Kommuniqué Likely 12.6 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr.
IV/2/12/011).
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honest with the working people.?” In Riesa, the Communiqué had at first the effect of a
“cold shower” although comrades as well as the general population generally greeted the
Politburo’s resolution.?® In Kamenz, on June 12, many reacted positively to the news,
with the mayor noting that “now the masses could exhale.”?° In Zeisholz, party officials
found that residents had argued “it was high time that one took into account the mood of
the masses.”* District Committees reported similar news in Gorlitz where workers
greeted the resolution’s call to end political persecutions.! Still another comrade stated
on June 12 that she had heard the notification the previous day and was shocked, thinking
that the news suggested a political Wendung—a notion that would prove a double-edged
sword and recurring theme over the next week.3? After the resolution went out over the
radio, the Nationalrat der Nationalen Front der DDR (National Council of the National
Front of the GDR) noted that joy and approval dominated.® Examples include one
politically unaffiliated worker at the chemical pulp factory in Pirna who reportedly wept
with joy, not only because sweets and marmalade would now be cheaper, but because the
resolution had been concocted in the interests of the working class and provided evidence
the SED would do everything possible to reunify Germany—a popular topic of

discussion in those days.3*

27 “Operativ Information: Uber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53,” Bericht .

28 See the document beginning “Kommuniqué anfangs wie kalte Dusche gewirkt” Kreisleitung Riesa
(Genosse Mdbius, Information) 14.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

2 See the document beginning “Das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom ZK hat in der gesamten
Bevolkerung” Kreisleitung Kamenz - Gen. Zschornack (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “Es ist Zeit,
das Volk atmet auf.”

30 Ibid.: “es ist hochste Zeit, dass man der Stimmung in der Bevdlkerung Rechnung trigt.”

31 See the document beginning “Im GroRen und Ganzen kann gesagt werden” Gorlitz Stadt (SachsHStA
11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

32 “Das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom ZK hat in der gesamten Bevdolkerung.”

33 «Die Bevolkerung nimmt regen Anteil und zeigt groRes Interesse fir den Beschluss des Politbiiros.”
3 Ibid.
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Economic concessions in the announced New Course meant that people now
expected more in the way of consumer goods and lowered prices. A number of Germans
greeted the lower prices the regime now planned for goods, as did participants in a
pensioners’ house meeting in Dippoldiswalde who anticipated cheaper marmalade, sugar,
and other privileges.®® The German Democratic Association of Women reported that
women dramatically rejoiced, stating that they had felt cut off from the regime due to
issues surrounding the ration cards. “We had lost faith in the regime” stated one
interviewee, “We wept at the radio as the new information aired.”*® Many were grateful
for the lower priced tickets for public transportation, while others did note that residents
expressed less interest in the cheaper sweets and more concern regarding the causes and
greater ramifications of the proposed political turn.®” Still, according to a math professor
at the Technical College in Dresden, he had, through conversations with the population,
come to believe that people reacted positively to the measures concerning price
reductions and the reintroduction of ration cards.*® Other reports out of Dresden note that
workers similarly took keen interest in the recommendations of the Politburo, and despite
a significant negativity toward the regime in these places, workers welcomed price

reductions for sweets.3®

3 See the document beginning “Vor allem herrscht in den Betrieben noch ein Durcheinander” Kreis
Dippoldiswalde, Gen. Nitzsche, 12.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

36 «“Betr.: Stimmungsbericht Gber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros der SED vom 9.6.1953,”
Demokratischer Frauenbund Deutschlands Bezirkvorstand Dresden, 1. Bezirkssekretérin an die
Bezirksleitungen SED, Sekretariat, Dresden Al (SdchsHStA 11857 Nr. 1VV/2/12/011): “Wir hatten das
Vertrauen zur Regierung verloren, wir glaubten wir sind ausgeschaltet. Wir haben am Radio geweint als die
neuen Mitteilungen herauskamen”

37 “Betr.: Situationsbericht uber das Kommuniqué, 3.” “Bericht, SED-Stadtbezirk I11, Dresden — A.17, Abt.
P.u.m. — Parteiinformation an die Kreisleitung der SED Parteiinformation,” Dresden, den 13.6.53
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

3 Stellungnahme des Herrn Prof. Dr. phil. Drager (SAPMO-Barch DY 27 1588, BI.10).

39 «“Betr.: Situationsbericht uber das Kommuniqué, 3. Bericht.”
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Reaction in the Workplace

As in most places throughout the GDR, the news, above all, created an
atmosphere of hope and confusion and encouraged conversations predicated on the
assumption that fundamental change now seemed possible. However, dissent also began
to percolate. At Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz, a number of politically unaffiliated workers
concluded that they no longer had confidence in the regime’s ability to run the state after
learning of the proposed measure. The infamous workers’ norms, a volatile point of
contention between labor and government remained unchanged from their existing levels.
As with most of the recommendations proposed by the Politburo, the issue took on a life
of its own. And at Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz, workers had become convinced as soon as
the Communiqué aired that the heightened norms would soon be revised in their favor.°
Elsewhere, workers took matters into their own hands, such as in Elektrowarme
Soérnewitz, where comrades from a range of departments drafted protest letters against the
heightened norms and took part in a sit down strike on Saturday.** Sometimes, the
conversations that broke out in the wake of the news demonstrated the workers had
become more vocal, for instance, when a boisterous group declared that they had been
working on a “dictatorial basis, rather than a persuasion basis,” before leadership
intervened and brought order to the meeting.*?

Already on Thursday, June 12, evidence of “serious” confusion existed in the
Meilien area factories, where reports indicated that many of the workers had no real

knowledge of the Communique’s content and knew “only the snippets of information”

40 FDGB Dresden, 12.6.53, 17.xx 18.40 uhr kr, Sekretariat (SAPMO-Barch DY 34 2509).

4 |bid.

42 “Informationsbericht am 13.6.- 12 uhr,” SED- Betriebsparteiorganisation des Sachsenwerkes
Niedersedlitz Dresden, den 13.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011): “nicht auf Uberzeugungsbasis,
sondern diktatorisch arbeiteten.”
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they get from colleagues. For instance, some argued that the Party had done a one-
hundred-eighty-degree turn or “the working class had handed over the reins of power.”*?
Such reactions reflected the regime’s inability to adequately control the message and
therefore the situation—a serious problem that allowed the news to take on lives of its

own.

Communicating Power

Meanwhile, the SED attempted to present their political retreat as one that
demonstrated the Party’s strength. One tactic included admitting guilt as far as “errors”
related to the accelerated socialist buildup, while publicizing the regime’s forthrightness
in owning up to the mistakes of the past, and often claiming such a feat had no historical
precedent. A second tactic included drawing parallels to the Soviet Union’s triumphs,
which like the previous two claims, would hopefully shore up the SED’s waning
legitimacy and credibility.

The BPO council in Dresden, which oversaw SED political activity in state-
owned enterprises, had a special meeting on June 12 with all party secretaries,
campaigners, and comrades after the Communiqué officially went out over the radio. A
number of functionaries looked to draw comparisons between the present situation in the
GDR and those in the history of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. One
contemplated whether the New Course might be likened to the Soviets” New Economic

Policy or if one could speak, like Lenin, of a type of “Two steps forward and one step

43 “Betr.: Bericht Gber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53,” SED Kreisleitung MeiRen

an die SED Bezirksleitung — Sekretariat — Dresden. Meif3en, den 16.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr.
IV/2/12/011): “sie nur Auszuege von Kollegen erfahren; “die Arbeiterklasse hat das Heft aus der Hand
gegeben.”
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back” sort of progress.** Another party member agreed, suggesting that in the creation of
a dictatorship of the proletariat they had taken two steps forward and had now taken a
step back, but also that, in a “struggle for peace” they had fallen a step back, but also
moved ten steps forward.*® The meeting’s report concluded that the majority of the
colleagues and comrades in attendance here quickly recognized the righteousness of the
Party’s line in connection with the international situation and its inherent political
strength.*®

In reality, party departments and staff often told those gathering opinions what
they wanted to hear, likely contributing to a sense of false confidence within the Party.
The Organisation Instrukteur Abteilung, which since 1949 had been charged with
continuously controlling the implementation of resolutions while instructing lower
organizations and basic units, for example, expressed the view that the Communiqué
proved the strength of the regime and the SED; such an admission, the department’s head
manager averred, would never have been possible in a capitalist land.*” Elsewhere, the
chairman of IG Textil-Bekleidung-Leder agreed that the measures taken would
“strengthen the power of the Party” and the confidence (Vertrauen) of not only party
members, but the entire population.“® One comrade in Freital greeted the “open and

honest” position of the Politburo and the central committee while a leader from a

44 «Stimmungsbericht zum Beschluss des Politbiiros vom 9.6.1953,” SED Betriebsparteiorganisation

Rat des Bezirkes Dresden, Dresden, den 12.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 1V 2.13 Nr 6).

% Ibid.: “Friedenskampf™

%5 1bid.

47 Friedericke Sattler, Wirtschaftsordnung im Ubergang: Politik,Organisation und Funktion der KPD/SED
im Land Brandenburg bei der Etablierung der zentralen Planwirtschaft in der SBZ/GDR 1945-52 (Berlin:
LIT Verlag, 2002): 782; “Stimmungsbericht zum Beschluss des Politbiros vom 9.6.1953,” SED
Betriebsparteiorganisation Rat des Bezirkes Dresden, Dresden, den 12.6.53 (SdchsHStA 11857 1V 2.13 Nr
6).

48 See the document begining with “Vom Kreissekretariat ist eine Bespruchung” Freital - - Gen. Schossig -
- Kommuniqué (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).



154

communally-owned factory stated that the party demonstrated “great strength and power”
through its openness and honesty, adding that, “Such a self-critical position had never
before been demonstrated and in doing so, a decisive step in the struggle for peace and
German unity had been taken.”*® The SED also promoted this position over the airwaves
as evidenced on June 11 at 7:15 A.M., when functionaries at Sachsenwerk Radeberg
gathered in the factory dining area where the functionary had stenographically recorded
the slogan as it aired over GDR Radio: only a regime of the working class could take the
position of openness with regards to its errors, something that hitherto had never
happened in Germany’s history—powerful claims indeed.>°

In the days that followed, reports concluded that party functionaries could see the
strength of the regime and the party in such self-criticisms, the traditional communist
penance.® In Dresden, the District Committee compiled evidence that the Communiqué
was generally greeted by party members, with one claiming, typically, that the Party’s
decision to ruthlessly post its errors showed the “strength and simultaneous growth” of
the Party, which could be tied to the experiences of the Soviet Union. “After all,”
commented one party member, “not for nothing had they coined the phrase ‘to learn from

the Soviet Union means to learn victory.’”%?

49 Kreisleitung Freital (Gen Schossig) Aufgenommen: Elsner, 13.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).
“solche selbstkritische Stellungnahme von keinem System bisher aufgezeigt wurde und dass dadurch ein
entscheidender Schritt im Kampf um Frieden und Einheit Deutschlands getan wurde.”

%0 “Bericht tiber den Vorschlag des Politbiiros an die Regierung der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik,”
VEB an die SED - Kreisleitung — Land — Partei — Information - Dresden N6, 11.6.53 (S&dchsHStA 11857
Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

51 “Betr.: Stimmungsbericht Gber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros,” SED-Stadtbezirksleitung 6, Abt.
P.u.M. Parteiinformation Dresden den 12.6.53 an die SED-Kreisleitung Dresden Stadt Abt. P.u.M.
Parteiinformation (SdchsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

52 Ibid.: “die Starke und gleichzeitig das Wachstum”; “Nicht umsonst haben wir die Losung gepragt: von
der SU lernen — heif3t siegen lernen”
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Things appeared to be going according to plan with the public, too. In Pirna,
residents were reported to have commented that they respected the regime’s admission of
guilt when it came to mistakes that had been made, but also that things were looking up
as the regime, after all, “had an ear to the masses.”® Similarly, in the streetcars in Freital,
passengers discussed the correctness of the measures and that the population was
impressed that the errors had been dealt with in an open and clear way.>*

Representing the intelligentsia’s opinion in these matters, Professor Dréger at the
Technical College in Dresden noted in his discussion with a party functionary that the
positives outweighed the negatives and that East Germans should have “complete trust in
a regime that has the courage to openly admit its mistakes.”® Engineers at Sachsenwerk
Niedersedlitz discussed the political posture of the regime in conversations with
functionaries and agreed that a capitalist regime would either be forced to step down in
such a situation—or cover things up. The SED on the other hand, they continued, openly
admitted its mistakes and the people’s confidence continued to grow through such
actions—evidence of the regime’s power.%® The issue of the regime’s honesty became a
key issue for campaigners and Party members. For example, in Pirna, comrades reported
that while their clarification efforts had become easier since workers had been promised a
better living standard, it had also become apparent that many comrades remained
convinced that the Communiqué suggested the regime’s weakness. How, then, to set such

false views straight? The party members who led the consultations noted to non-believers

%3 «“Betr. Stimmungsbericht tiber das Kommuniqué dzk der SED v. 9.6.1953, Bezirksvorstand Dresden
12.6.1953, Kreisvorstand Pirna. DPD (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\VV/2/12/011).

% “Vom Kreissekretariat ist eine Besprechung mit den Genossen Abteilungsleiter,” [Likely 12.6].

% “Stellungnahme des Herrn Prof. Dr. phil. Driger” (DY 27 1558, B110): “Er selbst ist der Meinung, dass
das Positive vorherrscht und wir zu einer solchen Regierung, die den Mut hat, ihre Fehler offen
einzugestehen, restloses Vertrauen haben kénnen.”

% «“Unterredung mit den Herren Ingenieuren Franke und Singer vom Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz durch
unseren Kollegen Diessner am 13.6.1953,” Dresden, am 13.6.53 (SAPMO-BArch DY 27 1558).
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that the confession of errors “could only be strength for the Regime and the Party” as it
demonstrated honesty.®’

But to turn the SED’s track record, which, in reality, exhibited little success, into a
source of political strength was easier said than done. Indeed, in some ways, the New
Course seemed to stimulate the wrath of the public. Some residents pointed out that if
they exercised criticism by earlier pointing to these mistakes, the Party designated them
as opportunists and conciliators and their criticisms were not recognized.®® In Dresden,
the public conversations reportedly revealed mixed opinions, where in the streetcars and
among those waiting in lines for goods, some now spoke openly of the “great
weaknesses.”*® Others, like the residents of Pirna, wanted to know why change took so
long. The region’s factory workers continued to question the Party’s tardiness in
admitting its mistakes and expressed confusion regarding the situation.®® In Freital,
unaffiliated teachers viewed the measures taken by the Party as a sign of weakness, with
one LDP member stating that while he greeted that Communiqué, he felt the errors had
been, sadly, recognized a bit late and that “open self-criticism” testified to the strength of
the working class rather than the regime.5! Still, some struggled to understand why the

party had not heeded the clues it got from the people earlier, further noting that had the

57 «Betr.: Bericht tiber das Kommuniqué des Polithiiros vom 9.6.53,” SED — Kreisleitung MeiRen an die
SED Bezirksleitung - Sekretariat — Dresden, MeiRen, den 16.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011); 4.
Zwischenbericht tiber die Stimmung zum Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.53, Kreisleitung Pirna (Gen.
Ender) 15.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1VV/2/12/011): “dass Fehler eingestehen flir unsere Partei und
Regierung nur eine Stérke sein kann, dass sie damit ihre Ehrlichkeit beweist”

58 «Betr.: Kommuniqué ZK vom 9.6 1953,” SED Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED Bezirksleitung,
16.6.1953 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).: “Oppurtunisten und Versohnler”

%9 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des Polit-Biros des ZK der SED vom 9.6.1953” Betriebsparteileitung der SED —
Betriebsgruppen Stadtverwaltung Dresden, Neues Rathaus, Abschrift/H&, Dresden, den 12.6.1953 an die
SED Betriebsparteileitung, Gen. Manfred Burger (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V 2.13 Nr. 6): “GrofBe
Schwichen”

80 «6. Lagebericht tiber den Beschluss des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53.,” SED Bezirksleitung Dresden Leitende
Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen Sektor Parteiinformation, Dresden, den 16.6.1953
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

81 Kreisleitung Freital (Schossig), 14.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. I\V/2/12/011).
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measures not been implemented an uprising would have broken out and those responsible
would have to be brought to justice.5?

The SED also endured criticism from its supporters because of its admission of
errors. While a good number of comrades had fallen in line with the regime’s political
strategy, many remained skeptical of the situation and felt that the Party’s admission of
errors and its self-critical position revealed weakness and amounted to an admission of
political bankruptcy. Party members in the court in Dresden reportedly expected a
Slansky Trial, suggesting that those who deviated would be ousted from the Party, similar
to what had happened in the Czechs’ show trial.®® Similarly, in the Dresdner animal feed
plant, workers on Monday argued that those who make mistakes should find themselves
behind bars and wondered why those in the regime, having admitted mistakes, faced no
consequences.% One worker at Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz, an alleged left-radical,
displayed disappointment from that side of the political spectrum and argued that the

resolution was RIAS rabble-rousing, since the SED would never allow such a thing.%

Explanations behind the New Course
The impetus behind the regime’s about-face remained something of a mystery to a

vast majority of the population. The radical change of course provoked a range of

62 «“Betr.: Kommuniqué ZK vom 9.6 1953,” SED Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED Bezirksleitung,
16.6.1953.

83 «“Bericht von der Bezirksleitung Dresden iber Kommunique des Politburos vom 15.6.53,” Angesagt von:
Genn Schoder, Unterschrieben von Brosselt, Geschrieben von Erika Stiibner (SAPMO-BArch DY 30
I\V/2/5/528).

84 “Unterschreiben vom 2. Sekr. Gen. Rebsch, Kreisleitung Zittau,” Gen. Jahne, Uhr 1045 (SachsHStA
11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

85 «“Kurzinformation Uber die Stimmung zum Kommuniqué des Polit.-Biiros im Bezirksverband Dresden,”
Freie Deutsche Jugend, Bezirksleitung Dresden, Sekretariat, Dresden, den 15.6.1953 (SédchsHStA 11857
Nr. 1V/2/12/011).



158

theories hashed out collectedly regarding just who or what might have been behind the
SED’s moderated position.

In Dresden, functionaries noted negative discussions in the city’s streetcars on
June 11, which, according to the responsible agent, were purportedly concentrated among
passengers who hailed from those strata of the population that were indifferent to
political developments.®® One politically unaffiliated shepherdess declared to the
strangers around her that now she could speak out and declared that the SED wanted
“Spitzbart (“pointy beard,” meaning Walter Ulbricht) out because he had been too eager
to follow Russian orders and that Malenkov was now calling for an entirely different
direction than the previous Stalinist line.%” It appears sometimes residents correctly
recognized that the SED had simply done what Soviet leadership demanded, but then
often put their own spin on the story.® For instance, at a spinning and weaving mill in
Ebersbach, fifty kilometers from Dresden, workers discussed whether the Soviet Union
owed the U.S money and had taken out a new line of credit. This might have resulted,
they argued, in the High Commissar in the USSR ordering a change in its policy toward
Germany.®

Some believed the SED’s political retreat stemmed from foreign powers, but the
explanations voiced by ordinary people varied. On occasion citizens tied the change to
the Americans, as in MeilRen, where functionaries reported a rumor circulating over the

weekend that the Politburo’s proposals only occurred because of pressure from the

8 See the document beginning “Der Anteil der Bevolkerung verstarkt sich laufend” des Demokratischen
Deutschland, Bezirksausschuss Dresden, Sekretariat. 12.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1VV/2/12/011)

87 Ibid. “Die (gemeint ist die SED) den Spitzbart weghaben wollen (gemeint ist Walter Ulbricht), weil der
zu viel den Russen nach Pfeife getanzt hitte”

88 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED — Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED
bezirksleitung Sekretariat, Dresden Al. 14.6.1953 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

8 Kreisleitung Lobau (Genn. Hennig), Aufgenommen: Elsner 13.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr.
IV/2/12/011).
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United States. This pressure, so the rumor went, included the American threat of military
intervention in the GDR should the regime fail to implement the proposals in the
Communiqué in short order.” In Riesa similar rumors circulated, but here, some believed
that the Americans would arrive by the middle of the week.”* Along these lines, a
brigadier in Bautzen claimed to have seen an unmarked sedan on June 12 with American
flags on the fenders cruising through town, and he even produced for local officials a
sketch of the occupants, whom he claimed to have been dressed in both civil and army
uniforms. A later report revealed the car to have been from an Eastern Bloc state.’?
Similar arguments also appeared in Dresden, where one worker argued the New Course
was the result of American pressure while other colleagues contradicted him, pointing to
the Russian “Peace Offensive” (Friedensoffensive) and argued that the Russians were
craftier than they (East Germans) were.” In Gorlitz, a housewife echoed these sentiments,
declaring that the New Course stemmed above all from Western lobbying.”* In addition,
as always, radio tied into perceptions, with some in Dresden arguing that since RIAS
aired the news of the Communiqué before the local stations West Germany must have
been behind everything.”

It should be noted that the party elected not to articulate or publicize the true

reasons behind the New Course, which was the poverty and unrest brought about by the

70 See the document beginning “Einige Handwerker stehen der Erklirung” 12,30 Uhr

Unterschr.: Gen. Nitzsche (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

L «Sofort nach Bekanntwerden des Kommuniqué durch den demokratischen Rundfunk,* Riesa, Genosse
Mabius.

2 Bautzen, Gen. Letters. (see “7. Typische Erscheinungen”) (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

78 “Information Uber die Stimmung in den Betriebn zu dem Kommuniqué tiber die Stizung des Politburos
der SED am 9.6.53 sowie Sitzung des Ministerrats am 11.6.53,” FDGB-Bezirksvorstand Dresden, Statistik/
Berichterstattung, Dresden, den 13.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

4 Gorlitz Land, Lykowski (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).

75 “Kurzinformation tber die Stimmung zum Kommuniqué des Politburos im Bezirksverband Dresden,”
Freie Deutsche Jugend, Bezirksleitung Dresden, Sekretariat, Dresden, den 16.6.1953 (SdchsHStA 11857
Nr. 1V/2/12/011).
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accelerated drive to socialism. Furthermore, one could conclude that the party leaders
seemed to be interested in hearing what they wanted to hear—that they (and only a party
like their own) made the right decision to correct their “errors,” a catch-all phrase that
avoided any genuine political admission of guilt while opening the regime to criticism

and partially-informed speculation.

Heightened Expectations

It now seemed that everything was changing, and the future, which had seemed so
certain several days earlier, was once again an unknown. Although the announcement had
been rather explicit in certain areas, it left enough details to the imagination as that the
masses readily filled in the blanks. In place of concrete information, people began to
speculate as to what was happening or what the future held. Annelies Zickermann, an
employee at the Gorlitz polyclinic, declared that the year (1953) would mainly see turns
for the better, since, one hundred days after Stalin’s death, something good had happened
(the Communiqueé), and she prophesied that on August 8 Germany would be reunified. Of
course, she had apparently heard this from a fortuneteller, but, as we will see, rumor that
yet another major change would come in August circulated in other places.’® Others
predicted the end would come perhaps a bit sooner, such as the farmer in Kamenz who
stated in a public gathering that the SED was now hanging by a thread and it would not
be long until the time came when comrades had their party insignias ripped from their

lapels—which, according to him, had already begun in Dresden.””

76 Gorlitz Stadt, S.2 (SichsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011): “In der Poliklinik diskutierte die Angestelle
Annelies Zickermann: Dieses Jahr wird Uberhaupt eine gute Wende, dass hat man schon [illeg.] das
Hundert Tage nach Stalins Tod eine Wende kommt, die fir uns zum Guten ist, am 8.8. werden wir die
Einheit Deutschlands haben. (Angeblich Wahrsager erzihlt).”

" Kreisleitung Kamenz, Gen. Zschornack 10:30 Uhr (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).
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Economy and Currency

The announcement of the New Course raised expectations and sometimes rumors
carried specific suggestions about the nation’s future. As far as the GDR’s economic
future, residents imagined various scenarios. For instance in GroRenhain a rumor
circulated on Saturday that currency needed to be spent quickly as it would soon
disappear. Later that evening, the local bank recorded only one deposit with every other
customer making withdrawals, demonstrating the potential of rumors to spread quickly.”
In Riesa, rumors circulated that the political situation had swept away the regime and that
the Americans were scheduled to arrive at the beginning of the week, all of which would
lead to currency reform after the borders fell.”® Rumor in Freital held that it was the
currency reform that would provide the necessary funds for the New Course.®° The New
Economic Policy of 1920s Soviet Russia helped convince a farmer in Lébau that, as in
that country’s past, the relaxation of economic controls would remain in place for only a

bit before the regime reinstated socialism.®!

The Reunification Question: a Source of Power and a Source of Weakness
The Communiqué’s rhetoric regarding reunification raised hopes and inspired
visions of national unity. As Karl Fricke reminds us, Germans did not fully accept the

nation’s partition in 1953 and reunification remained a central part of the SED’s political

78«5, Lagebericht tiber den Beschluss des Politbiiros vom 9.6.1953,” SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden,
Leitende Organe der Partei und Massenogranisationen, Sektor Parteiinformation, Dresden, den 15.6.1953,
Schr.-Schu. (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

" Kreisleitung Riesa (Genosse Mobius, Information) 14.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011):
“Kommuniqué anfangs wie kalte Dusche gewirkt”

8 Ibid.

81 «Betr.: Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53” - Durch genossen der Abt. Staatl. Organe wurde
gestern in 3 Kreisen folgendes festgestellt: “- Abt. Staatliche Organe — Dresden, am 16.6.53 (S&chsHStA
11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).
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discourse.®? The Communiqué reaffirmed this position and declared reunification
fundamental to the Politburo’s goals. Of course, little had been accomplished in previous
years aside from political posturing, so when the party announced the New Course, to
many it seemed that the moment for change had finally arrived. Some GDR citizens
welcomed looser border controls while others anticipated a unified Germany within days.
Perhaps fittingly, on the night of the Communiqué’s announcement, a Dresden resident
who lived across the street from a residence in which a radio was blasting the German
national anthem concluded it was “Probably RIAS.”83

The New Course stimulated national, all-German imaginings as residents looked
forward to relaxed border controls that would immediately soften Germany’s partition.
Reports indicate that these new rules became one of the week’s most discussed topics.
The morning of the announcement, an older woman expressed delight that she would
soon be able to visit her son in West Germany.3* Other East Germans similarly
anticipated the issuance of residence permits for stays in the GDR by West Germans and
the disbursement of inter-zone passes.® The elderly discussed the opportunities they
would now have to get together with their children and relatives.®® A pensioner welcomed

the measures of the Politburo, proclaiming, “We’ve now been given a further possibility

82 See Friecke in Roth, Der 17 Juni in Sachsen, introduction.

8 See the document beginning “Werte Genossen! Soeben erreichte uns folgende Nachricht:* SED-
Stadtbezirksleitung 6 Abt P.u.M. Information an die SED-Kreisleitung Dresden Stadt, Abt. P.u.M.
Information Dresden 12.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “Wahrscheinlich Rias*

8 «Betr.: Informationsbericht tiber die Stimmung unter der Bevélkerung und der Kollegen unserem
Betrieb,” 11.6.1953.

% bid.

8 Kreisleitung Dippoldiswalde, Gen. Nitzsche Kenntniz v.d. Bericht 1. u. 2. Sekretar (SachsHStA 11857
Nr. 1V/2/12/011).
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to take a concrete stance on the question of German unity.”®’ Indeed, reports from the
countryside around Dresden alleged that residents were especially pleased with the
relaxed travel restrictions and they were ready to begin making plans of whom they
would visit first.28 In Bischofswerda, a master watchmaker felt that the resolution
represented a “new direction” in German national politics and that now, “nothing stood in
the way of reunification.”® At least one comrade at LOWA Niesky “did not care as to
what, how, or why”’ the Communiqué emerged from the Politburo; he just knew that the
New Course was a necessary step toward the unity of Germany that had to be
implemented soon.*® The admission of errors seems to have led some to believe that the
GDR amounted to a failed, short-lived project, which disavowed by its architects,

brought German unification that much closer.

Eastern Issues

On towns near the Oder-Neisse line, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that the
Communiqué raised expectations among residents of these areas in more immediate and
tangible ways. On a train between Ebersbach and Lobau passengers averred that it was

now “certain that they would get Silesia back.”%* Others believed they would now return

87«4, Die negative Stimmung im Stadtkreis Gorlitz ist in der Hauptsache durch Riashetzte entstanden,”
Gorlitz -Stadt, Gen. Lange, 15.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011): “Nun wird uns eine weitere
Moglichkeit gegeben, zur Frage der Einheit Deutschlands konkret Stellung zu nehmen.”

8 «Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED — Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED
Bezirksleitung Sekretariat Dresden A1, 14.6.1953 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011); Betr.:
Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953, SED Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED Bezirksleitung
Sekretariat, 13.6.1953 (S4chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

8 Bischhofswerda, S2, [likely 12.6.53] (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “neue Wendung”; “steht nicht
mehr im Wege”

9 Kreisleitung Niesky, Gen. Hartmann 10.40 Uhr (likely 14.6) (SéchsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011): “Was,
wie und warum interessiert mich jetzt nicht, ich weil3 dieser Schritt ist zur Einheit Deutschlands notwendig
und die muss jetzt bald hergestellt werden.”

91 «“Stellungnahmen zu den MaRnahmen der SED und der Regierung der DDR: Vom Kreisausschuss
Dresden Stadt gehen uns folgende Diskussionen zu:,” Nationale Front des demokratischen Deutschland
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to their old homes.®? Reports out of Zittau, Lébau, and Niesky also noted that residents
had now begun discussing what they saw as the very real possibility that the Oder-Neisse
border might be revised, which in many of these cases, meant potentially returning to
their homes that now sat in Poland. These conversations, which took place in inns and
other locales reportedly died down when party functionaries entered such establishments,
suggesting such ideas remained reactionary and dangerous ones in the eyes of the SED—
and that these conversations may have been more widespread than reported here.%

Conversations in the east of course further fed rumors of reunification. These
ideas circulated in the Dresden Theater and from the director of the Dresden Zoo, who
argued that the coming relaxation in foreign policy would facilitate negotiations in
connection with German reunification.®* The director also noted that members of the
intelligentsia, who had earlier expressed their desire to attend more conferences in West
Germany now believed the regime had responded to their wishes. In their opinion,
German-language scholarship would receive a boost from the proposed measures.%
Similarly, engineers from Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz imagined themselves reuniting with
West German scholars as well as the international scholarly community.®®

By raising the issue of reunification, however hollow or symbolic it may have

been and presenting it in conjunction with a major political overhaul, the regime

Bezirksausschuss Dresden, Sekretariat, 15.6.53 an die Bezirksleitung Dresden (SdchsHStA 11857 Nr.
IV/2/12/011).

92 |bid., “Jetzt bekommen wir bestimmt Schlesien wieder*

93 “Lagebericht von 15.6.53” (SAPMO-BArch 1V/2/5/528); See the docuemnt begining * In Dresden und
Bischofswerda war zu verzeichnen” Gewerkschaftshandel, Bezirkirksvorstand Dresden, Dresden A 1,
Ebertplatz 14.

% “Betr.: Situationsbericht uber das Kommuniqué, 3. Bericht,” SED-Stadtbezirk 111, Dresden — A.17, Abt.
P.u.m. — Parteiinformation an die Kreisleitung der SED Parteiinformation, Dresden, den 13.6.53;
Stellungnahme des Herrn Prof. Dr. phil. Drager.

% |bid.

% «Unterredung mit den Herren Ingenieuren Franke und Singer vom Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz durch
unseren Kollegen Diessner am 13.6.1953,” Dresden, am 13.6.53 (SAPMO-BArch DY 27 1558).
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encouraged the population to imagine a unified Germany. Such imaginings threatened the

state’s legitimacy for, were Germany to reunify, the GDR would obviously cease to exist.

A Contentious Citizenry

While the party noted the happiness engendered by the announcement, “negative”
discussions also followed the publication of the Communiqué, and the rival public sphere,
driven by an increasingly confident and angry citizenry, became a clearinghouse for
criticisms of the government. Thus, in addition to expressions of hope and satisfaction
many now felt more comfortable airing their grievances—and demonstrating a newfound
political power.

On the day the announcement went out, streetcar passenger remarked that “had
the masses not complained, nothing would have changed.”®” Such complaints were
commonplace. Within days of the announcement, one employee in Sebnitz declared
“Now our time is here again,” while others discussed the “beginning of the collapse of
the prison-state.”® Similarly, in the days before the uprising in Niesky, mood reports
indicated that while outspoken criticisms of the regime were little-known, some argued
that the regime “had waved the white flag and those in other nations are mentioning that
the regime has stepped down.”% In GroRenhain, an innkeeper rejoiced that she was no
longer a member of the “BDM,” or, the “Bund der Markelosen” (association of the

penniless)—probably a riff on the matching acronym from the Nazi period that stood for

97 “Betr.: Kommunique des Politburos vom 10. Juni 1953, Abt Staatliche Organe, Dresden, am 11. Juni
1953 an die Parteiinformation, im Hause (SachsHStA 11857 1V 2.13 Nr. 6): “Wenn von den Volksmassen
nicht gemurrt worden ware, hétte nichts gedndert.”

% Sebnitz - 11,10 Uhr [likely June 14, 1953] (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011): “Ein Angestellter,
dessen Name uns noch bekanntgegeben wird, aus dem Umspannwerk Langburkerdorf, erklarte dem
Sekretér der OPO: “jetzt kommt die Zeit fiir uns wieder;” “In Unternehmerkreisen, besonders bei kap.
BlumengroRhandler wird diskutiert, endlich beginnt der Zuchthausstaat zusammenzubrechen.”

9 Kreisleitung Niesky, Gen. Hartmann, [likely June 16, 1953]; “Jetzt habt Ihr die weiRe Fahne
herausgesetzt, in anderen Landern nennt man das, die Regierung ist zuriickgetreten.”
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Bund deutscher Madel X% Furthermore, she reportedly uttered in a threatening voice,
“until now you all [the regime] have eaten the butter. Now it’s all gone; now we’re eating
it all.”1%* The mayor of Rauschwitz in the same county fled to West Berlin early in the
morning with his family, likely after receiving a threatening letter.1%? Some threats were
more cryptic, such as an incident in which a horse’s head was hung up in a concrete
factory by workers.1%

High school students in MeilRen became unruly and openly declared that they
would never engage socially. During lessons, a student, when asked to form a sentence,
stated, “I would like to know, which way the wind blows,” whereupon the other students
interjected, “from the West.”1%* At this same high school, one teacher had apparently
claimed that all works from Stalin and Lenin were to be destroyed. Artisans in Meif3en
also demonstrated stubbornness, arguing with party representatives that the German
question would need to be dealt with through a four power conference and that they were
waiting on free elections, which would decide just who would be in control.*% One
particular painter felt he could not forgive the regime for its transgressions, arguing that it

had ruined the lives of those who “tilled the soil through the generations and left their

190 GroRenhain, Unterschrieben: Gen. Siegert, 2. Kreissekretar, 10,10 Uhr [likely June 16, 1953]
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

101 Tbid., “In der Gemeinde Lockwitz 8usserte die Gastwirtin Eissler: “Wir sind nicht mehr im BDM (Bund
der Markelosen) und sagt in drehender Art; “bis jetzt habt Ihr die Butter gefressen. Jetzt ist es aber aus, jetzt
fressen wir sie selber.”

102 1pid.

103 «“Betr.: Kommuniqué ZK 9.6.1953,” SED Bezirksleitung, Sekretariat, Dresden — A1, Devientstr.4,
17.6.1953 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011 S5): “Im Betonwerk Cossebaude haben die Arbeiter einer
Produktionsabteilung einen Pferdekopf aufgefangen. Auf die Frage des Parteisekretérs, was das zu
bedeuten habe, wurde ihm gesagt, “nun, der wird bald {iberall rausgehangen, denn bei uns héngst doch
drauflen!”

104 “Betr.: Bericht Uber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53,” SED — Kreisleitung MeiRen an die
SED Bezirksleitung - Sekretariat — Dresden, Meif3en, den 16.6.53: “ich mdchte wissen, woher der Wind
weht; Aus dem Westen”

105 See the document beginning “Wie uns der Instrukteur dur dass Arbeitshereich Langebriick” SED
Kreisleitung Dresden Land, Abt. Partei-u. Massenorganisationen, Mitteilung fiir die Parteiinformation, Am
11.6.1953 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011).
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land because of fear and threats,” while pointing to “those who had been imprisoned for
up to three years because of economic misdoings.”% He also brought up a former
professor, who, like many, had been silenced because of reactionary positions. And then
there were his neighbors, who had their market garden taken away, merely for failing to
meet quotas and purchasing from those who had overfilled theirs. “I am of the opinion,”
he concluded, “that it should not have been allowed to come to this!”*’

In Dresden’s streetcars, passengers openly discussed who was responsible for the
regime’s errors—with many pointing their finger at Walter Ulbricht, “who is hated by the
entire German people because he is a radicalist.”'% Propertied citizens, when asked their
opinions, similarly argued that they could only have confidence in the regime’s measures
if Ulbricht was relieved of his duties, prompting the reporting functionary to note that, in
his estimation, Grotewohl and Pieck did not draw the same ire, perhaps because people

viewed the latter two as merely Ulbricht’s subordinates.'®

Trouble in the Countryside

Following the announcement of the Communiqué on June 11, local government
leaders held meetings to gauge the mood of farmers in an attempt to clarify the
government’s current and future policies. In these meetings, the SED’s inability to

effectively communicate its position became a recurring issue as tempers flared and the

106 | einem Gesprach mit Kunstmaler KrOner aus Radebeul, brachte der Gennante folgende Gedanken zum
Ausdruck, 13. Juni 1953 (SAPMO-BArch DY 27 1558): “Wenn Menschen, die oftmals Generationen
hindurch auf ihrere Scholle sassen, ihren Boden aus Fircht und Bedrohung verlassen mussten? Oder wenn
man jetzt die Menschen frei lasst, die bis zu 3 Jahren Geféangnis wegen Wirtschaftsvergehen verurteilt
wurden?”

W07 Ibid.: “Ich bin der Meinung, dass es erst soweit gar nicht kommen durfte!”

108 «Betr.: Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53 - Durch genossen der Abt. Staatl. Organe wurde gestern
in 3 Kreisen folgendes festgestellt”: “als Radikalist vom ganzen deutschen Volk gehasst werde”

109 1pidl.
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collective imagination generated rumors that threatened the existence of the socialist
farming arrangement.

The Communiqué and all its promises posed serious problems in the district’s
LPGs as rumor often distorted genuine news. For example, the New Course proposed to
return the homesteads to those farmers who fled the GDR while those who could not
make it back due to exceptional circumstances would receive compensation.*'? But this
spawned the rumor circulated by some farmers that they would soon have to give up their
farmsteads to the former great landowners (Grossbauern) who would be returning.*!
This was the case in Bischofswerda, for example, where new farmers believed that they
would soon have to give up their farmsteads to these Grossbauern, whom they expected
to return in short order.**2 And in MeiRen , the announcement of the Communiqué
triggered considerable panic within the LPG as members now thought all Grossbauern
were returning and thus there was no possible way that things could continue as they
were.!3 In the area around Dresden, one comrade was of the opinion that when it came to
the possible return of the Grossbauern, the Party would have to consider whether they
had left in order to sabotage the GDR’s food supplies or because of RIAS propaganda.'*
And members of a motor and tractor station outside of Dresden were understanding of the

majority of the Party’s decisions, but questions regarding the Grossbauern remained as

did the issue of whether the LPGs would be diminished or totally dissolved,

110 «“K ommuniqué des Polithiiros des Zentralkomitees der SED vom 9. Juni 1953,” Neues Deutschland,
June 11, 1953.

111 Bischhofswerda, S2, [likely before June 18] (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

112 <7y 1: Bekanntgabe des K. Durch Betriebsfunk in den Schwerpunktbetrieben des Kreises und
Agitatoreinsétze,” Bischofswerda, durchgeg.: Gen. Phillip, untersch.: Gen Mdschler, 8,000 Uhr [likely
before June 18] (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

113 “Betr.: Bericht Giber das Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53,” SED Kreisleitung MeiRen

an die SED Bezirksleitung — Sekretariat — Dresden. Meif3en, den 16.6.53.

114 «Stimmungsbericht zum Beschluss des Politbiiros vom 9.6.1953,” SED Betriebsparteiorganisation, Rat
des Bezirkes Dresden, Dresden, den 12.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 IV 2.13 Nr. 6).
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demonstrating how a single pledge led farmers to believe that the system might
collapse.1?®

Other forms of improvised news emerged in these farmers’ meetings, which the
SED labeled as “negative forces.” For example, some attendees claimed that the planned
economy had been a failure and soon the free-market economy would be re-
introduced.*!® In Freital rumor had it that the management of the LPG had recently fled to
the West.™” Such confusion may have stemmed from foreign broadcasts, as members of
an LPG in Sebnitz admitted misunderstandings regarding the regime’s measures and
claimed to have heard on the radio that the LPGs had been dissolved. Whatever the cause
of the misunderstandings, desires and fears sometimes mixed together with authentic
news.!® Within days, other regions reported similar situations in farmers’ meetings. After
the Communiqué went out, a rumor began spreading, which allegedly had its origins in
the Putzkau LPG with one Frau Eckert, that all the LPGs would be dissolved.'*® In three
separate LPGs, members reportedly called for work stoppages as their efforts no longer
had any purpose. A fourth LPG declared that if any “Kulaks” returned they would kill
them. 120

On Monday, June 15, reports out of MeiRen noted that efforts to clarify the

Communiqué and the Regime had proved inadequate and this had led to panic in the

115 <6, Lagebericht tiber den Beschluss des Politburos vom 9.6.53, 16.6.1953” (SAPMO-BArch 1V/2/5/528)
116 «Betr. Stimmungsbericht tber die Empfehlung des Polit.-Biiros und die Regierung vom 9.6.1953,” VEM
Transformatoren-und Réntgenwerk Dresden, SED Betriebsparteiorganisation an die Bezirksleitung der
SED, Abt. Information (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “negative Krifte”

U7 “Kreisleitung Freital (Gen Schossig) Aufgenommen: Elsner,” 13.6.53: “Alle Erfolge in der LPG werden
systematisch abgeleugnet”; “in vier Stunden runter von seinem Gut und jetzt kdmen in 4 Stunden die
anderen wieder drauf.”

118 “Bericht von der Bezirksleitung Dresden tiber Kommunique des Politburos vom 15.6.53.”

119 Zu 1: Bekanntgabe des K. Durch Betriebsfunk in den Schwerpunktbetrieben des Kreises und
Agitatoreinsétze, Bischofswerda, durchgeg.: Gen. Phillip, untersch.: Gen Mdéschler, 8,000 Uhr [likely
before June 18] (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

120 |bid.: “wir lassen keinen Kulaken mehr auf den Hof, wenn einer zuriickkommt, den schlagen wir tot.”
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population.*?! In more than one LPG, re-settlers from the lost eastern territories
drunkenly celebrated what they believed to be the imminent return to their homeland.*??
In GroRenhain, serious alarm had also broken out after the Communiqué aired due to the
misapprehension that the Grossbauern had been notifying the LPGs of their coming
liquidation.'?® The Party reacted to the situation here by initiating more group meetings
with the instructors in an attempt to clarify the situation.*?*

On June 16, the Regional Committee in Dresden reported to Berlin that problems
remained in the LPGs, where in addition to a lack of leadership, the population remained
anxious, especially the communal farmers. Members of various LPGs also expressed
interest in bringing hay to their own farmsteads and still others discussed packing up their
things, unsettling their neighbors. Still others drank in celebration of their “victory.”?°
Functionaries continued to receive insults while one report noted that “in some cases it is
uttered, that such a breakdown of the government has never before happened.”?® In
Ldbau discussions had taken on an aggressive character, especially within LPG meetings;
the farmers now exhibited provocative behavior as they believed the New Course
signaled the regime’s end. Farmers proclaimed that functionaries represented a party at
the end of its rope while one farmer taunted officials as “Lumpen, dogs, criminals, and

crooks.” And a barkeeper in Kleinmeritz told functionaries that any words from the SED

meant nothing since, as he told the regime representatives, “You are all are finished.”*?’

121 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53 - Durch genossen der Abt. Staatl. Organe wurde
gestern in 3 Kreisen folgendes festgestellt,” 16.6.53.

122 | pid.

123 | pid.

124 | bid.

125 Bezirksleitung Dresden, 16.6, 16.30 Uhr (SAPMO-BArch 1\V/2/5/528).

126 Ibid.: “teilweise wird geaussert, solchen Zusammenbruch an der Regierung habe es noch nie gegeben.”
127')_dbau, Genossin Hennig, 16.6.53 (SachsHStA Dresden 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “Lumpen, Hunde,
Verbrecher und Gauner;* “Was ihr da redet, hat ja sowieso keinen Zweck, Ihr habt ja sowieso ausgespielt.”
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Improvised News: Revolution Next-Door

By the time Soviet leadership moved to assuage the increasingly troubled
situation in East Germany in the spring of 1953, Stalinist policies had created problematic
situations throughout the Eastern Bloc. The proximity of the Dresden Region to
Czechoslovakia meant that when unrest developed in Pilsen in late May-early-June, East
Germans who listened to foreign radio broadcasts heard about it.*?® Radio Free Europe
reported on the Czech events as did RIAS, with the latter noting that the East German
police had been called in to help quell the disturbances, in which the city fell to
demonstrators for two days before the government regained its footing. Forty protestors
died and the regime arrested hundreds in the days after.?® The reception (or ignorance) of
this story in Dresden illustrates how individuals could construe an event as genuine news,
improvised news, or (false) rumor, depending on their political orientation.

While police forces suppressed these riots by June 3, news of their occurrence—
always designated as rumor by reporting functionaries, regardless of the information’s
validity—continuously spread like wildfire in the area. These stories do not appear as
often in the reports from other regions sent to Berlin, which suggests that such
information circulated more frequently in the southeastern region of the GDR.*° It also
contributed to an atmosphere of political unrest in the Dresden region, helped generate
political instability, and revealed the hopes and fears of East Germans in the days before

the mass demonstrations.

128 |yan Pfaff, "Weg mit der Partei!" Die Zeit 22. Mai 2003; Ostermann, Uprising in East Germany, 15-17.
125 Michael Nelson, War of the Black Heaven: The Battles of Western Broadcasting in the Cold War
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1997), 67-8. lvan Pfaff, “"Weg mit der Partei!"

130 This is based on a partial sampling I conducted in Lichterfelde.
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As mood reports piled up on the SED’s desks, the nature and scope of the “rumors”
regarding foreign upheaval became plainly evident to the regional directorate in Dresden.
These rumors appear to have been rather widespread in the region and not confined to
locations near the Czech border. In Dippoldiswalde, for instance, a functionary reported
that a comrade at the glassworks informed him that a “state of siege” existed in
Czechoslovakia, that chaos now reigned as the government there no longer existed, and
that the Americans had been called in to help. This comrade, when asked how he knew
this, cited the (Swiss) Beromiinster radio station.*3! In Heidenau, 13 kilometers south of
Dresden, the FDGB reported hearing more specific accounts of events in Czechoslovakia.
In the paper factory there, a rumor alleged that riots were soon to break out because of the
currency reform and the abolition of ration cards (true news, but it had already
happened).*3? The FDGB functionary who recorded this rumor investigated the veracity
of the news by getting in touch with the factory manager, who happened to be in
Czechoslovakia at the time. This manager, according to the report, claimed to have
dispelled the “rumor” by recounting the “joyful approval of the Czechoslovakian people”
he personally met.*3

But his story sounded little like the news that circulated in the rival public sphere.
In Riesa, rumors circulated that a state of revolution existed in Czechoslovakia as well as
in Poland—a rumor that also appeared in Dresden and held that street battles had broken

out there and that the Soviet Union and the SED had only issued the Communiqué to

131 Kreis Dippoldiswalde, Gen. Nitzsche, am 12.6.

132 <9 Information Uber die Stimmung in den Betrieben zu dem Kommuniqué tber die Sitzung des
Politbiiros der SED am 9.6.53 sowie Sitzung des Ministerrats am 11.6.53.” There had indeed been a
currency reform in the CSR and this news made it to the back pages of Neues Deutschland.

133 |bid.: “Der Werksleiter, der zur Zeit in der CSR war, konnte diese Geriichte sofort zerschlagen, indem er
uber die freudige Zustimmung des tschechoslowakischen Volkes seines eigenen Erlebnisse schilderte.”
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prevent such a situation from arising in the GDR.*3* So-called class enemies in Sebnitz
inquired about the coup that had taken place in Czechoslovakia, and the Saxon troops
who helped contain the revolution—news they believed since they heard it on the radio
(the station is not noted). Again, this part is not too far off—though the rebellion had
ended almost two weeks prior. However, unverified rumors here also purported that
corpses had already begun floating down the Elbe.'® These alarming stories also
appeared in Dresden where residents argued that the situation was so bad in
Czechoslovakia that “corpses were now swimming along the river!”*® These rumors
were probably exaggerations and possibly fabrications.

In the countryside around Dresden, improvised news of large uprisings in
Czechoslovakia had persisted through the weekend and into the beginning of the week,
with people now (correctly) claiming that the East German police force had been enlisted
to help restore order.*3” Improvised news continued to swirl elsewhere on Monday. A
woman in Dresden reported that Radio Prague had reported on the previous Friday that
authorities had cleared the streets in the capital at 9:00 p.m., leading Dresdeners to
conclude that there was indeed an uprising in progress (it had already ended, of
course).**® Another report from the countryside around Dresden stated that the news of
indeterminate Czech origin held that revolution had broken out and the police and

military had taken opposing sides.**® Other versions of this story circulated in Dresden

135 Sebnitz, Unterschrieben: Genosse Wabst, 12,30 Uhr [likely June 14]

136 “Betr.: Kommunique ZK 9.6.1953, SED Bezirksleitung,” Sekretariat, Dresden — A1, Devientstr.4,
17.6.1953 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

137 “Betr.: Kommuniqué ZK vom 9.6 1953,” SED Kireisleitung Dresden Land an die SED Bezirksleitung,
16.6.1953.

138 “Kurzinformation Uber die Stimmung zum Kommuniqué des Polit.-Biiros im Bezirksverband Dresden,”
15.6.1953.

139 «Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED Kreisleitung Dresden-Land an die SED
Bezirksleitung, Dresden, 15.6.1953 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).
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alleging that the Czech uprising had led to states of siege in Pilsen and Prague and
thousands of party functionaries had been arrested (partially true).*® These rumors
surfaced at Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz where one worker reported hearing that there had
been multiple deaths at the Skoda factory, in this case a true rumor.*#*

By the beginning of the week, stories of sizeable uprisings in Czechoslovakia—
where the Volkspolizei now worked to restore order—continued to circulate in the

countryside around Dresden. 4

It is possible that such information stemmed from earlier
Czech sources, which Dresdeners identified as the source of the news on June 15.13 The
same day, one disbelieving comrade in Riesa (45 Km northwest of Dresden) noted that
the “craziest” rumors in connection with the Communiqué circulated through the
population, above all, in places and factories where they listened to RIAS and other
foreign stations. These listeners, he added, were asking party members provocative
questions, as for example, in Lichtensee where a farmer stated to a functionary, “Don’t
you know that an uprising has already broken out in Czechoslovakia and it’s going to
kick off here soon, because the workers are only waiting until the revolution comes.”***

Similar news was also tied to RIAS by a comrade when a farmer from Kipsdorf

(Dippolidiswalde area) recounted to the secretary of the BPO that a broadcast had stated

140 <6, Lagebericht iber den Beschluss des Politbiiros vom 9.6.53.,” 16.6.1953.

141 “Informationsbericht am 16.6.1953,” SED-Betriebsparteiorganisation des Sachsenwerkes Niedersedlitz,
Dresden, den 15.6.53 (S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1VV/2/12/011).

142 “Betr.: Kommuniqué ZK vom 9.6 1953,” SED Kireisleitung Dresden Land an die SED Bezirksleitung,
16.6.1953.

143 1bid.

144 “Betr.: Wochen-Analyse zum Kommuniqué des Politbiiros,” Dresden, 16.6.53, Abteilung: Sekretariat
(S&chsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011): “unsinnigsten”; “WeiBt du nicht, dass in der CSR bereits ein
Aufstand ausgebrochen ist, auch bei uns wird es bald losgehen und die Arbeiter warten nur darauf, bis die
Revolution kommt.”
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that workers in the CSR had not received pay for four weeks and that four-hundred (an
exaggeration) were already dead.*®

That this improvised news of violent upheaval continued to circulate even after
the events of June 17 in Dresden, and that the regime was apparently helpless to combat
such stories demonstrates just how powerless the government was in refuting information
circulated in the rival public sphere. Finally, such improvised news also suggests that the
idea of a revolution was not, in the minds of many, far-fetched, thus perhaps revealing the

collective hope and imagination in the days leading up to the June 17 events.

Chipping Away at the Leadership’s Prestige

Following the announcement of the New Course, rumors circulated that stripped
away the authority and prestige of the regime. State agencies such as the FDGB noted
that throughout the GDR, SED’s figureheads and architects of the state, Otto Grotewohl,
Walter Ulbricht, and Wilhelm Pieck, increasingly came under attack in the rival public
sphere. The rumors—once again, often in the form of improvised news—undermined the
SED’s credibility and bolstered the popular notion among the masses that everything had
begun to fall apart.

But when reports trickled back to Berlin that East Germans believed that President
Pieck had fled with his daughter to Switzerland and that Otto Grotewohl and other
ministers had been arrested, the SED appears to have accepted these rumors as mere

inconveniences or fallout from their about-face.*® Indeed, it was not until after the events

145 Kreisleitung Dippoldiswalde, Gen. Nitzsche, Kenntniz v.d. Bericht 1. u. 2. Sekretér.

146 “Thema: Kommunique des Politburos des Zentralkomitees der SED vom 9. Juni 1953,” FDGB-
Bundesvorstand, Org.-Instr.-Abteilung, Sektor Information, den 12. Juni, 1953, Information Nr. 21
(SAPMO-BArch DY 30 4/2/5/543); “Thema: Kommunique des Politburos des Zentralkomitees der SED
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of the following week that the Party’s inability to communicate its message clearly, and
thus project its power, became apparent. Only then did officials realize that these rumors
held the potential to incite unrest on a mass scale.

In the Dresden Region, rumors that damaged the prestige and “presence” of the
leadership began to swirl shortly after the announcement of the New Course had been
made. Surely these existed before June 11, but the surprise expressed by the authors who
generated mood reports and the evidence that these stories continuously grew and spread
through the population strongly suggests that the intensity of rumors surged in the days
before the demonstrations. In Kamenz, for instance, district leadership reported to
Dresden that a basic estimate regarding the mood of the population could not yet be
established on June 11, but that a “powerful movement” now affected the population and
the “wildest rumors circulated.”*4’

While the origin of these rumors is difficult to discern, the situation showcases the
inability of the government to shape the popular narrative through the official public
sphere. The authorities were unable to insert their version of the story into the public
discourse, thus the rumors persisted. These rumors, which were “quite hostile,” purported
that although the masses now seemed directionless, the opposition seemed to be
acquiring at least local “leaders” while the SED’s true leadership in many cases
“disappeared” in the collective imagination of the rival public sphere. Indeed, in Wismut

a comrade declared that all pictures of Walter Ulbricht and Wilheml Pieck were to be

vom 9. Juni 1953,” FDGB-Bundesvorstand, Org.-Instr.-Abteilung, Sektor Information, den 13. Juni, 1953,
Information Nr. 22 (SAPMO-BArch DY 30 4/2/5/543).

147 “Informationsbericht Durchsage gemiB den Anweisungen der Bezirksleitung”: “Aus Informationen aus
den verschiedenen Orten kann nur gesagt werden, dass eine méchtige Bewegung durch die gesamte
Bevolkerung geht und dass die wildesten Geriichte im Umlauf sind.”
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“removed and burned in front of the soviets”— excepting images of Stalin.'*® Here,
Stalin’s picture remained in place, but all the symbols and slogans were reportedly taken
away, including the Soviet star.*® Reports from the factories in Wismut on June 12 noted
that chaos still reigned here and that the Communiqué had generated in the general
population a sense of victory. Furthermore, the people here—*Sitting on the high
horse”—were of the opinion that the GDR was soon going to collapse.**® In countryside
around Gorlitz, “hidden” rumors appeared that attempted to stop elections for house and
farm communities and when functionaries chatted with school children, they revealed
that their teacher had told them images of Wilhelm Pieck should be taken down, while in
the LOWA factory rumors circulated that Pieck’s “books and booklets should be
burned.”**! The alleged order to remove the leadership’s images also appeared in schools
in Bautzen, where stories circulated that all pictures of Pieck had to be removed from the
schools.®? Similar rumors circulated in Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz at the beginning of
the workweek, where Pieck’s images had been disappearing. One comrade heard from his
mother, who had heard at the store that the Soviets had picked up Pieck and taken him
back to Moscow and that his image had been removed from the banks.'®® Again, a kernel
of truth existed here: Pieck was in Moscow, but for physical rehabilitation. Whether

anyone had removed images at the bank is unknown and probably unknowable.

148 1bid.: “vor dem sowj. Freunden verbrannt*

149 1bid.

130 Kreis Dippoldiswalde, Gen. Nitzsche, 12.6.53.

151 Gorlitz-Land, Gen. Rokos (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. IV/2/12/011): “Alle Biicher und Broschiiren von
Walter Ulbricht sollten verbrannt werden.” “Walter Ulbricht wiirde zu Verantwortung gezogen und
Wilhelm Pieck wire in Verbannung”: “versteckt”

152 Bautzen, Gen. Letters. (see 7. Typische Erscheinungen”) [likely 12.6.53]

153 “Informationsbericht am 16.6.1953,” SED-Betriebsparteiorganisation des Sachsenwerkes Niedersedlitz,
Dresden, den 15.6.53.
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In Sebnitz, functionaries heard the rumor calling for the removal of Pieck’s image
on the bus en route from Pirna, where workers reportedly awaited American intervention
and claimed to have heard orders to remove Pieck’s pictures from the Stadtfunk and
through party orders.*>* This, of course, was highly unlikely. Three members of the forest
service who had been in Bautzen, where they had picked up rumors, now spread the “lie”
that all pictures of Pieck had been collected, signifying his removal from office.*> In
Gorlitz, the order reportedly came from Wismut, while Pieck’s actual whereabouts and
status continued to confound the regime’s local functionaries.

Other rumors circulated that alleged leading comrades’ writings were to be (the
passive construction is necessary and intentional here and elsewhere when discussing
such rumors) removed from libraries and bookstores or destroyed. Thus, for example, at
the LOWA factory rumors had it that Ulbricht’s booklets and books were to be burned.!*
The source of the news here might be traced back to radio; on June 12, a machinist at the
textile and rubber factory Neugersdorf declared that at 7:30 in the morning of the
previous day—the same time the Communiqué had gone out over the airwaves—he had
heard a “special announcement over the radio.”*®" He did not identify a station, but
reported hearing that all of Walter Ulbricht’s writings were to be removed and that the
personal driver of President Pieck had gone to West Germany.*%8

The swift deterioration of public confidence in the regime became ever more
evident as a profusion of rumors about the exodus or death of its leadership spread. On

June 12, in Dresden, a party member heard from a coworker that Otto Grotewohl now

154 Sebnitz - 11,10 Uhr [likely June 14, 1953].

155 Bautzen, Gen. Letters. (see “7. Typische Erscheinungen:) [likely 6.12.53].
156 Garlitz-Land, Gen. Rokos. [likely before 6.18.53].

157 Bautzen, S5: “Sondersendung (iber den Rundfunk”

158 | bid.
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found himself in protective custody (not true) and that Walter Ulbricht had retired from
his position (not true).*>® Another party member added that he had also heard this, but
that he could not discuss it in public since the story could be true.®® In the countryside
around the city of Dresden the most prevalent report related the death or abdication of
Wilhelm Pieck, with variations that replaced him with Grotewohl or Ulbricht.*6? In the
IFA Radeberg, for instance, Pieck had been shot during his escape, but the most popular
rumor alleged he had made it to Switzerland while his children were in Sweden. 52
Sometimes the rumors held that the children had been apprehended before making it to
Sweden and had been found to be in possession of nine million Deutsche Marks.'® Other
rumors here alleged he had “had a leg amputated” while Grotewohl, at least according to
rumor in Pirna, had shot himself dead on June 10.64

Some of these rumors may have originated with foreign radio broadcasts. An
FDGB report from June 16 noted that in multiple factories discussions of Pieck’s death
were alleged to have stemmed from Swiss Radio (Sender Schweiz), while in some cases,
specific people were noted to have spread the rumor by word of mouth.*%® A report from

the countryside notes that discussions inspired by an unnamed German station continued

to swirl around Pieck’s whereabouts, with one rumor alleging that Ulbricht had been

159 See the document beginning “Werte Genossen! Soeben erreichte uns folgende Nachricht:* 12.6.53.
160 1bid.

161 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED — Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED
Bezirksleitung Sekretariat, Dresden Al. 14..6.1953: “Diese Spannung soll bereits seit dem vergangenen
Jahr bestehen.”

162 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED
Bezirksleitung Sekretariat, 13.6.1953.

183 1bid.

164 |bid.: “Otto Grotewohl habe sich vorgestern erschossen”

165 Kurzinformation Gber die Stimmung zum Kommuniqué des Politburos im Bezirksverband Dresden,
16.6.53.
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placed on leave and that the regime was resigning.®® Meanwhile, a different rumor
surfaced in a tavern in Ottendorf-Okrilla, where “Londoner Rundfunk” was said to have
brought the news of a GDR bigwig’s death—by which at least the functionary deduced
this referred to President Pieck.'®” Others in the bar claimed that Pieck had already been
dead for fourteen days, either shot during his escape or because he wanted to admit the
GDR’s bankruptcy. And there were reports that he was now in Mecklenburg “on ice”®
By the end of the weekend, reports out of Meil3en indicated that rumormongers continued

to voice their “slogans” in discussions. And here, popular accounts alleged that Pieck had

been killed in the Soviet Union.®°

Political Deaths and the Flight of the Comrade

Once again, some popular information was improvised news and Pieck’s health
made him a popular topic for improvisation in the rival public sphere. For instance, the
real news was that Wilhelm Pieck had fallen ill and missed Stalin’s funeral in March, but
had become the basis for rumor as East Germans attempted to make sense of their
political world based on hearsay, secrecy, and probably foreign broadcasting. Thus, it is
hardly surprising that some East Germans repeatedly asked what was going on with the
President and wanted to know why they rarely heard from him anymore.1® In Gorlitz,
residents continued to ask about Pieck’s whereabouts and why no one had heard anything
from him while housewives out shopping wanted to know just who the “criminals” were

that had created the mess in the first place. They also argued that Pieck’s fate was

166 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED Kreisleitung Dresden-Land an die SED
Bezirksleitung, Dresden, 15.6.1953.
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169 MeiRen, 12,30 Uhr, Unterschr.: Gen. Nitzsche (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).

170 Kreisleitung Freital (Schossig), 14.6.53.
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banishment to the Soviet Union. Meanwhile, in Pirna, various accounts alleged Pieck was
now in custody after apprehension at the Swiss border while others believed he wanted to
flee to Switzerland with his daughter and large sums of money.*’*

Authorities and sources blamed some rumors on radio broadcasts. A version of
the Pieck rumor, overheard in a bar in Zschachwitz held that Pieck was in Switzerland
with three million marks and West German radio was threatening to tell the whole story
if East German radio failed to do so by Tuesday.'’? One rumor had it that a British radio
station had given the GDR an ultimatum which allowed the SED until Sunday evening to
disclose the situations regarding Pieck and Ulbricht. If the SED chose not to, foreign
states would inform the population of the GDR of the situation on Monday.*"® Another
case of foreign radio influencing the conversation occurred in Kamenz.}"* W. Schwede
from Panschwitz stated that his boss had heard from London Sender that “Wilhelm Pieck
wanted to flee to Switzerland, but was apprehended by Soviet occupation forces.”"
“That he has been on vacation since the end of April is only a cover-up,” stated the
worker, who had also heard from his boss that Pieck’s daughter had spoken on the radio
in Switzerland.!"®

A report from Tuesday, June 16, out of Riesa noted that in this area, rumors

continued to spread: Pieck was “on ice” in Moscow; Pieck had been arrested and put on

trial; Pieck had been shot near the Crimean Peninsula; Grotewohl had been arrested;

171 “Die negative Stimmung im Stadtkreis Gorlitz ist in der Hauptsache durch Riashetzte Entstanden,”
Gorlitz -Stadt, Gen. Lange, 15.6.53; Situationsbericht vom 12.6.53, 14 Uhr., Kreistleitung Pirna (Genosse
Ender).

172 “Informationsbericht am 16.6.1953,” SED-Betriebsparteiorganisation des Sachsenwerkes Niedersedlitz,
Dresden, den 15.6.53.

178 “Kurzinformation ber die Stimmung zum Kommuniqué des Politburos im Bezirksverband Dresden,”
Freie Deutsche Jugend, Bezirksleitung Dresden, Sekretariat, Dresden, den 16.6.1953.

174 1pid.

175 1bid.

176 |bid.: “Dass er sich seit Ende April in Urlaub befindet, ist nur eine Vertuschung der Angelegenheit.”
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Ulbricht was no longer in power and his writings had been removed from libraries.'’” By
June 16 in the countryside around Dresden, the rumors continued, as always, with Pieck’s
death reported in various ways—sometimes via his daughter in Switzerland, sometimes
aired by Londoner Rundfunk, while sometimes he had been caught crossing the border
and arrested carrying large sums of money. Sometimes Ulbricht replaced Pieck in these
stories. Meanwhile, the functionaries tried in vain, without, it seems, the help of mass
media, to convince residents that such news represented hoaxes concocted by RIAS.1"8
Rumors connected to Walter Ulbricht and Otto Grotewohl also circulated,
reflecting residents’ hopes for change. Some were simple, such as in Bertheldorf, where
an older woman claimed that she had heard on the radio the night before (probably the
night of June 13), on a station that she did not recall, what she herself wanted to hear: that
Ulbricht had stepped down (not true).1”® More specific rumors appeared on the streetcars
in Dresden where passengers suggested that Grotewohl had figuratively “put a gun to
Ulbricht’s head” and taken over the political decision making (certainly not true).*&
Other passengers affirmed that the Communiqué signified the end of the regime’s
policies (partially true) and thus President Pieck would never again return (not true),
while Grotewohl was “up to his neck in water” (not true).'8! Locals in Gorlitz supposed
that Walter Ulbricht would be “brought to justice” and “Pieck had been banished” (not

true, see above).'82

17 Kreisleitung Riesa (Gen. Mobius) 16.6.53/Oeh. (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).
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It is difficult to gauge the effectiveness of local authorities’ efforts to counter
rumors and alternative news, but it is likely they had little effect, considering that reports
from June 16 mention that the same rumors persisted and as we will see, some still
circulated in the weeks after the June 17 events. In nearby Ldbau, for example, where the
Party made efforts to explain the “triviality” (Haltlosigkeit) of the rumors spread by class
enemies regarding the alleged arrests of Pieck and Ulbricht, they still noted on Sunday
that such information was current throughout the entire district.

Groups continued to discuss the apparent dissolution of various parts of the state
and of the GDR itself in the days before the demonstrations.'® News of the dissolution of
the KVP (barracked police) continued to spread through at least Freital and Dresden.&
This may have originated with RIAS, which had guessed that the SED would perhaps
dissolve the People’s Police when reporting on the Communiqué.'®® Indeed, RIAS
continued to influence locals’ perception of events. Passengers on a train traveling
through the Gorlitz countryside claimed that “[the SED] still had to go back [politically],
and go back even further.”*®’ These passengers also felt that the West German course was
indeed the correct one while other travelers discussed how they “now had to listen to
RIAS to know what exactly was going on.”®8 One report concluded that it would be the

task of the local press to stomp out these types of rumors as quickly as possible, so that

183 Kreisleitung Lobau (Gen. Schubert, Inform.) 14.6.53 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1\V/2/12/011).

184 “Betr.: Kommuniqué des ZK vom 9.6.1953,” SED — Kreisleitung Dresden Land an die SED
Bezirksleitung Sekretariat Dresden Al, 14.6.1953.

185 “Lagebericht Uber den Beschluss des Politbiiros vom 9.6.1953,” SED-Bezirksleitung Dresden, Leitende
Organe der Partei und Massenorganisationen, Sektor Parteiinformation, Dresden, den 15.6.1953.

186 RIAS Berlin, Material: Berlin Spricht zur Zone, Ordner vom Sender Britz., Ab 2.5.1953 (DRA 05
Filmanfang, F 0055, B 304-01-00/0009).

187 Gorlitz-Land, Gen. Rokos.

188 |bid.: “Im Zugverkehr wird viel diskutiert, dass sie jetzt den Rias héren miissen, um genau zu wissen,
was los ist.”
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“class enemies and RIAS-listeners along with their hostile arguments are annihilated.”8°
Indeed, during these times, outside news continued to be a problem, with this report
noting that, “The population, during the current situation, is especially receptive to the
lies of RIAS and the rest of the Western stations, and those that do listen largely spread

the lies further.”1°

Conclusions

In the absence of accurate political polling, the mood reports do much to reveal a
regime that had lost its connection to the masses and to a certain extent, its own
functionaries. RIAS’s announcement presaged East Germans’ reception and acceptance
of the Communiqué. The station’s prescient remark that East Germans could now
confront functionaries face-to-face came to pass as emboldened residents openly
challenged SED functionaries, who now confronted the masses from a point of weakness.
An ascendant public, to be sure. Meanwhile, the SED failed in its quest to present its
political retreat as a maneuver that reflected its sincerity and courage. The weakness of
the regime that its critics sensed in the withdrawal from accelerated socialism was
similarly regarded as a failure by those functionaries who might be labeled true believers.

The question of German unity, central to the Politburo’s Communiqué, became a
predominant theme in not only conversations that praised the regime, but in those that
called for, or planned for, the SED’s demise. The Communiqué’s vague references to

reunification and the practical considerations concerning inter-zone traffic inspired

189 «“Betr.: Informationbericht des 2. Kreissekretars iber die Lage im Kreis - Bezug: Beschluss des
Sekretariats vom 11.6.1953,” SED- Kreisleitung Freital an die SED Bezirksleitung Dresden Sekretariat,
15.6.1953 (SachsHStA 11857 Nr. 1V/2/12/011).

190 |bid.: “Die Bevdélkerung ist in der jetzigen Situation fiir die Liigenmeldungen des Rias und der tibrigen
westlichen Liigensender besonders empféanglich und verbreitet diese zu einem grof3en Teil weiter.”
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grander hopes and ideas. Real news and rumors that reflected the hopes of East Germans
energized the rival public sphere and raised expectations. What once seemed highly
unlikely now seemed probable and even imminent, representing a legitimation crisis for
the government.

Rumors and improvised news severely undermined the government’s prestige and
authority. To suggest Pieck, Ulbricht, and Grotewohl garnered approval ratings before
June 11 that could have supported the popularity they claimed to enjoy would be false,
but the mood reports, if considered as a barometer of public popularity for the East
German leadership, reflected an almost impossibly low approval rating. Rumors
eviscerated the leadership’s socialist biographies that the party crafted (not that they were
fiction, of course) as the basis for the power they represented, and the three became
corpses, prisoners, or crooks on the run in the popular imagination. The rumored call for
the removal of the leaderships’ images from public spaces—an ersatz statue toppling—
signaled the masses’ sense that the regime was on its last legs. That the regime and those
who heard and repeated these rumors often tied them to radio broadcasts suggests that the
line between credible news and incredible news often blurred. Perhaps this should not
surprise, as the bifurcated media spheres served in many ways to reinforce political
preconceptions.

Above all, the regime had become challengeable and the exchanges within the
rival public sphere made revolution thinkable. That the population often relied on RIAS
for what they believed to be real news also meant that a localized rebellion the regime
might otherwise keep secret, could, in the rival public sphere, find a global audience. This

is the subject of the next chapter.
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Chapter Four

The Wildfire: Transmitting Political Power on June 17, 1953

“Today is the first time in a long time we can again freely and openly express our
opinion.”

-Wilhelm Grothaus, in a speech to workers in Dresden on June 17 as quoted by a Stasi
agent?

Workers’ strikes occurred in the GDR sporadically in the weeks before and after
the June 17 demonstrations, but the occasion’s name has always been tied to a single day.
On that Wednesday in 1953, nationwide public demonstrations unfolded in the GDR and
briefly appeared to threaten the nation’s existence.

What follows is less an investigation into what happened on June 16 and 17 than
it is an inquiry into how East Germans and RIAS experienced and communicated the
days’ events. In other words, it is an exploration into how participants and observers
heard about what was going on. Historians have largely pieced together the narrative, but
analysis of certain aspects of the June 17 events remain inadequately studied or disputed,
particularly the roles of nationalism and radio in shaping the occasion.

This chapter advances several arguments. First, contrary to what many have
argued, the events of June 17 were not entirely spontaneous. The localized
demonstrations that unfolded in Berlin on June 16 could probably be categorized as such,

but that evening, RIAS spread the news of their occurrence. Of course, since the

! “Sinngemisse Wiedergabe der Hetzrede des Grothaus, beschaftigt in VEB “Abus” Dresden-Niedersedlitz
am 17.6.53 zwischen 15,00 und 16,00 Uhr auf dem Werkhof im N.S. Sachsenwerk Niedersedlitz, Dresden,
den 19.6.53, Pg. 18 (BStU MfS, BV Dresden, AU 239/53). “Heute ist seit langer Zeit zum ersten Mal
wieder Gelegenheit seine Meinung frei und offen zum Ausdruck zu bringen.”
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announcement of the New Course, RIAS programming and improvised news had
diminished the prestige, legitimacy, and credibility of the government and rendered it
challengeable. So that Tuesday night when RIAS broadcasts discussed the Pilsen
rebellion and the mass demonstrations unfolding in Berlin they helped make revolution
thinkable throughout the GDR. Indeed, the station reported declarations of solidarity
from East and West Germany that endowed the occasion with national imaginings and
stirred hopes for reunification. In short, RIAS helped transform protest related to workers’
norms into questions that revolved around East Germany’s future. These broadcasts
stimulated conversations in the rival public sphere and came close to openly encouraging
protest. When employees arrived at work the next morning, they arrived armed with a
script for action and things unfolded nationally at a never-before-seen pace—radio had
changed everything. Throughout that morning, workers and residents gathered in public
and private spaces, aired grievances, and debated the nation’s economic and political
course. That afternoon, mass demonstrations marked the occasion when large sections of
the East German citizenry exercised “open, critical reasoning as an instrument of public
self-assertion.””

This chapter will argue that the events on June 17 represented a distinctly modern
occasion as mass demonstrations endowed and guided by national imaginings. The
modern public demonstration, defined here as the occupation of public (or private) space

by a group of people that express political opinions—had its origin in the nineteenth

2 Benjamin Nathans, “‘Public Sphere’ in the era of the French Revolution” French Historical Studies 16
(1990): 625; 620-644; Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Interestingly, the
Marxist argument against Habermas’s “critically reasoning public” suggests that this is a social
construction that represents nothing more than bourgeois desires masquerading as something else. This is
similar, of course, to the SED’s claim that critics of its regime usually had fascist backgrounds or
mentalities.
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century.® Contrast this with the early modern riot where the collective action often took
place at the site of the perceived offense. In these cases, observers would likely identify a
direct link between cause and objective and the actors typically operated at the scene of
the offense. Modern demonstrations, on the other hand, feature collective action that
affirms a group’s identity and demonstrates strength while communicating political
demands. Another development to consider, according to Fillieule and Tartakoswky, is
that the demonstration “implies the existence of organizations that have, if not a strategy,
at least some capacity to control what is no longer a mob, and authorities prepared to
acknowledge its specific nature, or at least the existence of a public sphere.”*

Modern communications thus helped rally popular discontent so quickly as to
create the illusion that a nation erupted in a unified and “spontaneous” fashion. RIAS
allowed listeners to anticipate and envision collective action when it publicized and
helped nationalize the demonstrations in the days and hours leading up the seventeenth.
Radio broadcasts, rumors, telephone calls, and “whisper campaigns” characterized the
rival public sphere during the events in Dresden. These whisper campaigns, or
improvised news often unfamiliar to functionaries, circulated in the rival public sphere as
Dresdeners discussed the news out of Berlin and deliberated action.®

Internally, evaluations by the regional SED leadership in Dresden of the situation
argued that the West had planned the provocation well in advance.® Enemies, they argued,

had skillfully exploited the crisis of confidence that existed between the workers and the

3 Olivier Fillieule & Danielle Tartakowsky, Demonstrations (Halifax and Winnipeg: Fernwood, 2013), 11-
12; Charles Tilly, The Contentious French (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1986).

4 1bid., 12.

5 “Fliisterpropaganda”

6 “Einschitzungen und Berichte tiber den 17. Juni 1953 aus allen Kreisen und Abteilungen der
Bezirksleitung” Juni-Aug 1953, SED Kreisleitung Dresden Stadt, Dresden, am 2.8.1953, Situationsbericht,
14.00 Uhr (SachsHStA 11857, 1\VV/2.12 Nr. 9).
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party in order to call for strikes and demonstrations.” The SED insisted that the rapid
spread of the unrest, especially in Dresden and Gorlitz, could be attributed to the long-
term discontent among the workers, the weak ideological influence the Party had on these
workers, the Party organs’ lack of a foundation of trust with the masses, and functionaries’
inability to stem the tide of events during morning meetings.2 Among other methods,
according to the party, demonstrators used the telephone system, delegations, and strike
committees to attempt a fascist putsch.® State security analysis noted that the tactics and
methods of the demonstrators [enemies] followed a consistent pattern. Ringleaders and
their helpers organized meetings whereby they spread the news that strikes had broken
out throughout the GDR. Then, workers’ rabble-rousing speeches called for abdication of
the regime and free elections and other similar demands. Organizers and speakers then
led marches to a particular location in the city where they incited the crowds with more
speeches and banners. Demonstrators called neighboring workforces to join by
demanding solidarity with striking workers and those who had been wounded in Berlin.
Youth reportedly went from workplace to workplace organizing the general strike. Inter-
workplace telephone calls and the notion of solidarity helped bring more demonstrators
into the fold and misleading rumors regarding the GDR’s leadership continued to
spread.’® The regime’s characterization of the demonstrations as the long-term work of

fascists remained the party’s official line until the 1990s.1! Considering these supposed

7 1hid.

8 1bid.

® 1hid.

10 “Gesamtbericht: Uber die Vorgdnge vom 17- 19.6.53. im Bezirk Dresden” Dresden den 1. Juli 1953,
S.21-22 (BStU Archiv der Aussenstelle Dresden MfS BV Dresden 1. Stellvertreter d. Leiter Nr. 4, Teil 1
von 2).

11 For a rather notorious example, see Hans Bentzien, Was geschah am 17. Juni? (Berlin: Edition Ost,
2003).
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preparations and tactics, it is little surprise that the notion of a “spontaneous uprising” did

not correspond with the SED’s interpretation.

News from Berlin

The June 17 demonstrations in Dresden had their immediate roots and inspiration
in the workers’ protests that began in Berlin several days earlier. The workers here, like
elsewhere in the GDR, took considerable issue with their norms, which remained
heightened (essentially the communist version of a pay cut) despite the New Course’s
generally lauded concessions. Demonstrations, some of which brought around 5,000
workers in Berlin into the streets, began in earnest as a response to the norms. During a
weekend retreat, a number of workers planned further demonstrations for the coming
week. When the SED held party meetings at several work sites on Monday, June 15, to
adopt “resolutions of gratitude” for raising the norms, protests broke out. By Tuesday,
June 16, an article in Die Tribiine, the state-controlled union paper of East Germany,
doubled down on the heightened norms and restated their importance to the East German
economy, sending workers streaming toward the center of Berlin. Carrying banners and
employing the use of several trucks with loudspeakers, the workers called for a general
strike and planned a demonstration for June 17, the next day.'2 That evening, the SED
revoked the heightened norms. RIAS had carried the news of the June 15 and June 16
demonstrations and the protest resolutions that workers in Berlin had drafted and

forwarded to the East German government.'* A commentary by Eberhard Schiitz pointed

12 Ostermann, Uprising in East Germany, 1953, 163-164.

13 See “Die Sendungen des RIAS am Dienstag, 16. Juni 1953,” in “Der Aufstand der Arbeiterschaft im
Ostsektor von Berlin und in der sowjetischen Besatungszone Deutschlands.” (DRA Potsdam, Schriftgut,
Ostarchiv 038/12/6/5/3, Standort 363/33/8/4/1/).
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to the recent anti-government demonstrations in Pilsen, Czechoslovakia, which, he noted,
many at the station had been reluctant to discuss because of the events’ seeming
impossibility. But now, it seemed possible, according to those at the station, for
fundamental change to take place behind the Iron Curtain. Without explicitly calling for a
general strike, the station, as Christian Ostermann notes, “came close to open
encouragement” of protests.!* In an interview thirty years later, Schiitz (correctly) noted
that the station never uttered this word[s] “General strike.”*® In fact, according to Schiitz,
the station carefully guarded against fabricated slogans and reports. No one who visited
the station from East Berlin asked the staff to call for a general strike, and Schiitz stressed
that broadcasters avoided word. Rather, RIAS reported only news of protest strikes and
work stoppages. Still, despite the word Generalstreik’s absence from RIAS broadcasts,
the idea that such an event had been planned or was imminent began to make its rounds
on June 17.1® For instance, the SED’s statement that the demonstrators in Dresden that
“marched in unison under the slogan: ‘General strike,”” suggests that such participants
had certainly adopted the idea.’

That evening, RIAS began to see in the demonstration’s potential for change in
Germany and broadcast declarations of solidarity. Schiitz noted the recent victory

regarding the norms was one that the East Berlin workers shared with the entire East

14 Ostermann, Uprising in East Germany, 1953, 173.

15 <17. Juni — Aufstand in Deutschland,” Interview: Peter Schultze / Eberhard Schiitz [Programm director],
10.3.83, (DRA Potsdam, B503 01 00 0007, RIAS Documenta, Sondersendungen 4.2.71-10.3.83)

16 «17. Juni — Aufstand in Deutschland,” BI.112; The well-known quote from the moment concerning the
use of the term “general strike” can be found in Manfred Rexin, “Zur Rolle Westdeutschlands und West-
Berlin” in Engelmann and Kowalczuk, Volkserhebung gegen den SED Staat, 88-89. As Charles Hulick, a
confidant of station boss G. Ewing noted, “My God, Gordon, be careful, you can start a war with this
station.” (“Mein Gott, Gordon, sei vorsichtig, du kannst einen Krieg mit dieser Station auslsen.”)

17 «“Analyse der Ereignisse im Bezirk Dresden vom 17.6 bis 19.6. 1953, Dresden, den 19.6.53 (SachsHStA
11857, 1V/2.12 Nr. 9 BI.3).
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German population.'® “We feel bound with our listeners in East Berlin and throughout
East Germany in the effort to accomplish the most possible; to exploit the insecurities of
the [SED] functionaries.”*® Following Schiitz’s commentary on the night of June 16,
Jakob Kaiser, Minster for All-German Issues (Minister fir gesamtdeutsche Fragen)
reminded listeners in East Germany that “everyone in West Germany, just as in the entire
free world, is bound in solidarity with you.”?° “We appreciate the meaning and the
courage of your demonstrations,” he continued, “and we appreciate your demonstrations,
but please, trust in our solidarity and remain prudent.”?!

At ten o’clock that evening, RIAS offered short reports on the various
demonstrations that had occurred throughout East Germany that day.?? From eleven P.M.
through six-thirty A.M., the station repeated the East Berlin workers’ (from all branches
of industry) call for a demonstration on Wednesday, June 17 at seven A.M. at
Strausberger Platz.? These broadcasts repeated the above message while adding
numerous declarations of solidarity from West Germany, West Berlin, and West Berlin
workplaces.?*

“Workday in the Zone” aired between five and six A.M. on June 17 and reported

on the struggles of the East German workers: “In the previous weeks we’ve reported to

you, dear listener, about the work stoppages in all districts of East Germany...because of

18 Ostermann, Uprising in East Germany, 1953, 173.
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