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THE STRUGGLE OF GUILT AND RESPONSIBILITY IN THE GDR

The founding of the German Democratic Republic marked a new chapter in German history and an
opportunity for German communists to construct the “first state of workers and farmers on German
soil”. One of the main self-defining characteristics of the GDR was the break with the National-Socialist past; it was the Federal Republic in the West and not the GDR that symbolized continuity with
fascism. The ministry of foreign affairs of the GDR had a major role in conducting international propaganda aimed at denouncing the Federal Republic by revealing active Nazis and former war criminals
in the West. The continuity between the Nazi and West German foreign ministries was already known
in the early postwar period. By contrast, the GDR’s “Socialist Foreign Ministry” would not admit to
having any representatives of the former regime in its new diplomatic cadre. The research I have
conducted in the Stasi archive, however, reveals that ‘small Nazis’ found their place in the new socialist foreign ministry. Their biographies reveal the political and social tactics through which the GDR
integrated former Nazis in the East German society. At the highest level of GDR diplomacy however,
former Nazis were not playing a significant role. The role of German-Jews in political and cultural life
in the GDR is impressive in comparison to their proportion in the general society. Some of the most
important East-German politicians and SED-functionaries were of Jewish descent. Many of them took
part in formulating the East German foreign policy and propaganda. A biographical presentation of
diplomats of Jewish descent demonstrates the tensions between Jewish life in the GDR and the East
German rejection of confronting the crimes of the third Reich and the Holocaust.
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