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On the evening of June 20, 1958, the faculty of The New School
for Social Research gathered for a meeting with a special guest.
Theodor Heuss, the president of the Federal Public of Germany,
was present that day to receive an honorary degree of Doctor of
Humane Letters. With this honorary degree the New School rec-
ognizes individuals who “exemplify the university’s principles of
academic excellence, social justice, civic engagement, and creative
experimentation.” Heuss was honored for his efforts to establish
permanent ties between the budding West German republic and
the New School, which had taken in dozens of Jewish refugee
scholars and their families after the Nazis came to power in 1933.

In his acceptance speech, Theodor Heuss linked his “personal
thanks” with a broader sense of gratitude: “I am thankful for the
establishment and the existence of this institution of learning.
It was for us a great moral consolation when we learned about it
in Germany [back in the 1930s]. Here was indeed a place where
people who had to leave their homes and their work could find a
new foothold, could breathe freely again, and continue to teach
and carry on research in freedom.”> The New School had provided
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something that Heuss — himself a political scientist and longtime
member of the Liberal Party — wished he had been able to offer to
persecuted colleagues and friends during the Nazi regime.

He went on and directly addressed Hans Simons in the room, a
German-born political scientist and refugee scholar who had been
taken in by the “University in Exile” program and served as The
New School’s president from 1950 to 1960: “About thirty years ago,
Hans Simons and I met through our similar and shared interests
while working at the [Deutsche] Hochschule fiir Politik [The Ger-
man Academy for Politics] . . . Its purpose was not only to impart
concrete knowledge but also to cultivate an attitude, stressing the
common element in the responsibilities that extend beyond the
frontiers of the nation-state and concerns the fate of all peoples.”
Reflecting on the legacies of this shared teaching endeavor thirteen
years after the defeat of Nazism, Heuss concluded: “But we had to
find out that the teaching of good will could not serve as a bulwark
against the forces of ill will.”®

In 2019, my colleagues Norbert Frei, Franka Maubach, Maik Tén-
dler and I published a book that sought to respond to the powerful
resurgence of the “forces of ill will” in Germany in recent years.
In 2017, the newly founded right-wing-populist party Alternative
fiir Deutschland [Alternative for Germany], AfD, gained 12.6 % of
the votes cast in the federal elections and established itself as a
permanent political force right of the conservative Christian Dem-
ocrats (CDU/CSU). Our book was ambiguously entitled Zur rechten
Zeit [At The Right Time)], reflecting both the dramatic shift toward
the right in the political landscape of the Berlin Republic and the
urgency of that moment in the history of German democracy.* For
us this urgency arose not least from a sense that German historians
of the postwar period have largely failed to see and problematize
the persistence of nationalistic, nativist, and authoritarian ten-
dencies within German society. Instead, most of them had settled
comfortably on a more or less rosy story of “success” - at least
with regard to the West German side of the story, and well into
the early 2000s. Thus, our intervention Zur rechten Zeit was very
much driven by the question whether we, as German scholars, in
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our own time, were once again failing in our efforts to position
the “teaching of good will” as a “bulwark against the forces of ill
will.” What had we missed? What needed to be done now, in the
field of history and our academic work more broadly, but also in
our role as deeply concerned citizens?

The book about which I am going to talk today — A Thousand
New Beginnings. Germans and Their Democracy since the 1980s° —
emerged from this context, and it was driven by two specific moti-
vations: one was indeed the contemporary moment, the return
of the “forces of ill will” gathered effectively within the AfD and
driven particularly by above-average support from the East German
electorate; the second was a historiographical challenge, namely
to write postwar German history from an integrated perspective,
to transcend the schematic view pitching a liberal West against
a repressive East — which still, of course, remains a basic truth
— and instead to explore what it had actually meant that the East
German dictatorship called itself a republic, too, even a “German
Democratic Republic.” My idea thus was to analyze how ideas of and
claims to democracy in East German postwar history shaped, and
continue to shape, the political culture of contemporary Germany,
particularly the ones that were debated during the revolution of
1989. In what follows, I will outline the way I took on this task
and share with you some of my central findings.

. 1989: A Laboratory for Democracy

When I visited the Archive of the Leipzig Citizens’ Movement [Archiv
der Biirgerbewegung Leipzig] to conduct research for my book, the
friendly archivist brought me two nondescript cardboard boxes.
Their label, “Building democratic structures: Initiatives and associa-
tions, fall 1989,” hardly prepared me for the blast of democracy that
struck as soon as I opened the two lids. Inside the boxes were hun-
dreds of flyers, letters, concept papers, and protest announcements
from the months around the fall of the Berlin Wall. The papers were
carefully sorted from A to Z—from Aktion Pleiffe ans Licht, Leipzig
to Zentralstelle fiir Recht und Schutz der Kriegsdienstverweigerer aus
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Gewissensgriinden e.V, Bremen. The documents came from initia-
tives with names like Aufbruch 90, Bewegung Wissen fiir das Volk
or Forum fiir direkte Demokratie, and they sought to transform this
historic moment of liberalization into a laboratory for democratic
fresh starts.® At last, “real” democracy was to be established in
East Germany. A thoroughly mobilized society was contemplat-
ing the radical reinvention of its everyday life, its neighborhoods,
workplaces, schools and childcare centers, voluntary associations,
local government, and—not least—the constitution of the entire
country.

I marveled and sometimes smiled at the ravenous hunger for
democracy. I noticed the many East-West-German connections in
these files that have since largely vanished in the public memory
of the 1989 revolution. After closing the boxes, I walked down
the wide staircase in Leipzig's “House of Democracy”—a building
that had housed local opposition groups during the revolution
and is now their central archive. Processing what I had just seen,
I thought: That’s what the revolution of 1989 was all about — a
thousand new beginnings!

This living memorial to the revolution of 1989 is located in a part
of Germany where—in the recent federal election in February
2025—the rightwing populist party Alternative for Germany (AfD)
became the strongest political party with 34 percent of the vote
(up from 25 percent in 2021). In Germany's Eastern states [Bunde-
sldnder] overall, it won 32 percent—compared to 18 percent in its
Western states (up from 10 percent in 2021). With 20.8 percent
nationwide, the AfD gained 152 of the 630 seats in parliament and
is now its second largest party.

What connects these two historical developments? The peaceful
revolution full of positive new beginnings on the one hand, and
the above-average support for right-wing populism and radical-
ism on the other? How could the democratic mobilization of a
self-liberating society become the breeding ground for an anti-
democratic revolt?

Clearly, the thousand new beginnings of 1989 have an ambivalent
afterlife in the history of German democracy. They engendered an
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unprecedented degree of hope and uncertainty, courage and ambi-
guity, emancipation and polarization. This divided legacy is often
viewed all too schematically: the years before and after the fall of
the wall; the history of dictatorship in the East and of democracy
in the West; here the shock of capitalist “takeover” after 1989, there
the blatant handling of this takeover by West German elites; here
the insecure, broken, clueless society, there the matured, liberal-
ized, civil society.

I want instead to describe how Germans in East and West under-
stood democracy and citizenship, across the caesura of 1989. My
focus is on the democratic ideas, expectations, and experiences of
“average” citizens in East and West. 1989 was a truly historical
caesura with manifold consequences, both inspiring and unset-
tling. However, to truly understand these consequences shaping
the country to this day, we need to look at the history of political
culture in divided Germany from an integral perspective, moving
beyond the schematic East-West paradigm.

I1: 1949 - Building Two “Democratic” Republics in Postwar
Germany

The Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) was not alone in having a
history of democracy before 1989. In curious ways, the East Ger-
man state, the German Democratic Republic (GDR), did so as well.
It even carried “democracy” in its name. Certainly, socialism was
the ideological core of the East German experiment, and the Sovi-
et-style authoritarianism of the ruling SED party was the central
reason for its lack of legitimacy and ultimate collapse. Still, the
symbolic, strategic and thus more than just propagandistic ref-
erence to democratic principles played a fundamental role in the
history of the GDR (and of state socialism in general). Even if the
story of the SED-state cannot be considered a history of democ-
racy in the strict sense, we should take it seriously as a history of
democracy as a claim.

In the West, democracy was negotiated as a political order and
everyday practice. In the East, democracy was a state claim and an
everyday utopia. According to its constitution (1974 version), the
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GDR was realizing “socialism and communism, peace, democracy
and friendship among nations;” it promised its citizens the exercise
of political power through “democratically elected people’s assem-
blies.” The word “democracy” or “democratic” appears more than
90 times in the constitution of the East German state.” In reality,
a “socialist” or “peoples’ democracy” only existed in appearance
in the GDR, it was simulated by the state, day by day and at great
expense. It existed as an unfulfilled but nonetheless relevant and
deeply consequential promise. It was negotiated and appropriated
in society in manifold and quite idiosyncratic ways. This matters
because how and how well a political system functions, especially
a democracy, depends heavily on what citizens imagine it to be,
what they hope it will achieve and how they seek to participate
in it. As a historian of both democracy and autocracy, I am inter-
ested in individual ideas about political participation, representa-
tion and citizenship in systems variously claiming (and denying)
democracy. These ideas constitute the subjective undercurrents of a
political system; it is crucial to examine how they evolve over time.

I1l: Negotiating Citizenship and Democracy in the 1980s

Unsurprisingly, notions of citizenship and democracy differed
greatly in divided Germany: The long-term democratization of
West Germans, their transformation from Volksgenossen into citi-
zens in the sense of “competent members of society™ can be traced
in detail in the thousands of citizens’ letters sent, for example, to
Federal Presidents Karl Carstens and Richard von Weizsédcker in
the 1980s, dealing with matters ranging from the mundane to the
fundamental. Even if remnants of pre-1945 radical nationalist and
racist history are visible in more than just a few letters—especially
in relation to questions of migration and social welfare—they docu-
ment a society that had learned to handle conflicts in constructive,
formalized, and representative ways. These sources reveal that the
letter writers’ self-perception as citizens articulated itself on three
levels: people expressed themselves as voters, as taxpayers, and as
“servants” of the state, not in a subservient but largely affirmative,
self-confident, and emancipatory sense.’
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Let me cite as an example the intense discussions about the appro-
priate tone of election campaigns. Many West Germans took up a
pen during the heated federal campaign of 1980, in which incum-
bent Chancellor Helmut Schmidt (SPD) was challenged by Franz-Jo-
sef Strauf3 (CSU). People pleaded with Federal President Carstens to
guarantee a “peaceful and objective election period, free of emotion”
and expressed their indignation at the way in which politicians
argued, calling each other “flushed chickens,” “liars” or “pissing
bulls,” as the letters pointed out.’ People held an image of them-
selves as citizens with, in principle, equal rights and responsibility
in the larger political order: they were communicating as sovereign
members of society. The federal president was addressed as primus
inter pares, as one writer put it: the “most authoritative citizen of
our people,”"" a fellow human being who held political power for
a limited period of time.

Overall, West German notions of citizenship and democracy are
summed up well in a note written by a musician from Hamburg
to Karl Carstens in 1984. Referring to the debate on how the state
and civil society could and should aid GDR refugees, he expressed
the above-mentioned three levels on which citizenship was under-
stood by stating: “I, too, am the state.” [“Der Staat bin auch ich”].**

While West German letter writers could assume that their inter-
ventions, even the most critical ones, would not be perceived as
subversive, citizens of the GDR wrote under radically different
circumstances. In East Germany, ego-documents collected by the
Stasi—the Ministry of State Security, the secret police—amounted
to tens of thousands of private letters ranging from the internal cor-
respondence of Stasi officials to ordinary citizens’ mail—petitions,
letters, postcards, essays, drawings, poems and other documents.

Many of these were not sent directly to the Stasi but sorted out in
the mailrooms of various government offices and newspapers and
forwarded to the Stasi as dubious or even “subversive.” Many of
these letters were sent anonymously or semi-anonymously, but
a surprisingly large number of people also wrote using their real
names and addresses.
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In these texts which document the everyday political language of
a society, notions of citizenship were also threefold. East Germans
primarily saw themselves as Menschen, as human beings within
the “socialist community of human beings” — and in doing so often
affirmed the ideological positions of the SED. Personal concerns
related to housing, consumption or travel restrictions, for example,
are routinely addressed as fundamental, if not existential ques-
tions. On a second and third level, East Germans expressed them-
selves either in their societal function (such as their profession or
a political mandate) or simply as inhabitants of the GDR—more or
less emphatically distancing themselves from the state as citizens
of a temporary country.*®

The ruling SED and its entire state and media apparatus constantly
invoked its supposedly democratic constitution with a measure of
pathos which had no parallel in the Federal Republic. Accordingly,
East German citizens’ correspondence is permeated by efforts to
come to terms with the state’s shallow claim of democracy, often in
an attempt to fill it with real meaning. Numerous men and wom-
en, with or without party membership, negotiated the promise of
socialist democracy, especially its ostentatious appeal to “human-
ity” [Menschlichkeit and Menschheit].

Those who sought to leave the country, for example, emphasized
that the restriction of their rights to travel and reside robbed them
of their “personal dignity and freedom” as citizens.' It made them
feel as if their very humanity was negated. As one young man put
it in a letter to the youth newspaper Junge Welt in 1987: Without
the right to travel, “we are no longer human.” It was not least the
task of the press, he insisted, to “influence the ethical and moral
conditions” of the country—especially when the claims of democ-
racy and humanity so utterly lagged behind the regime’s repressive
everyday practices.’

Yet even those who were not thinking of leaving the GDR wres-
tled with these issues in similar ways—increasingly so from the
mid-1980s onwards and precisely out of concern about the many
thousands who left. Criticism of the SED’s democratic rhetoric was
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formulated less in the language of human rights and civil liberties
than in the language of political existentialism. Take, for example,
a group of workers of the district of Meiningen in Thuringia who
wrote shortly before the local elections of May 1989—another fake
election of the Stalinist kind, these workers contended. The group
complained about the lack of “electoral maturity” and described
a sense of fundamental frustration with the state among society
at large: “Whoever preaches democracy to the outside world must
also realize it in their own country. [. ..] Don't you realize how
indifferent our people have become?[. . .] We don't live to work, we
work to live. [But] people want to be free. Social security is good,
but not at any price. We and all of us live only once.”®

Such references to individual, civic “maturity” or Miindigkeit—a key
term in this correspondence—and the struggle for a better, “truly”
democratic socialism bear singular witness to what it meant to lead
an undemocratic life—a life as the “humiliated and powerless,” as an
East Berlin group of friends put it in a letter to the Committee for
Human Rights in 1987." This committee had been established to
promote the United Nation's Human Rights Convention on behalf
of the SED. It promptly handed the letter over to the Stasi.

There are also some similarities between East and West German
citizens’ letters. In the 1980s, both societies were highly politicized,
at times even agitated. What West German letters show is a wide-
spread adoption of so-called “constitutional patriotism”—what Dolf
Sternberger, Jiirgen Habermas, and others have conceptualized as
a peculiar German Verfassungspatriotismus, an emphatic embrace
of the principles of the Federal Republic’s constitution, or Basic
Law, and a professed loyalty to a set of civic norms instead of an
(ethnically defined) nation.”® Meanwhile, GDR citizens’ mail also
documents a broad politicization of society, far beyond oppositional
circles and long before the revolution of 1989. East Germany in the
1980s still tends to be perceived as an apathetic niche society, void
of any meaningful civic engagement and genuine political interest
after exhausting decades of socialist experimentation. However,
this turns out to be an erroneous assessment, not least in view of
the citizens’ letters I examined. Politics in general, and the political
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reality of the SED state in particular, were intensely debated among
regular GDR citizens. Many East Germans wrested continuously
with the obvious gap between the promise of emancipation and a
life in repression, the claim of democracy and the reality of autoc-
racy. Very often this was done constructively and even in language
affirmative of the regime, in the spirit of “socialist democracy,” but
many letters were also written from an oppositional, frustrated,
and even hostile perspective. As in the West, many citizens in the
East wrote to “their state” and the authorities seeking to inspire
reform. But their letters were usually much more confrontational
in content and desperate in tone.*

Consequently, ideas about participation and representation, about
the balancing of interests and the sharing of power differed funda-
mentally. On an everyday level, citizens scrutinized and debated
“their” respective states, governments and civic self-perceptions.
In East and West alike, the idea and practice of democracy (or,
indeed, its illusion and denial) was a crucial frame of reference in
these debates. A comparative analysis of these political cultures
shows that democracy was an everyday reality in constant need
of shaping and reform in the West, and an ever-elusive concept
forcing people to wrestle with alternating moments of promise,
hope, and despair in the East.

IV: The Ambivalent Legacies of the Revolution of 1989

The insight that the late GDR, too, was a thoroughly politicized
society far beyond its oppositional circles long before the revolu-
tion raises a whole set of questions regarding the history of unified
Germany in the 1990s and 2000s. This is a history that is increas-
ingly shaped by the particularly strong support for right-wing
(and recently also left-wing) populist parties in the East. The dual
legacy of claimed democracy under the SED-dictatorship until 1989
and the actual liberating power of practiced democracy during the
1989 revolution is a crucial factor to be considered in this context.

In the course of 1989, the year when the “Bonn Republic” celebrated
its 40th anniversary, the other German republic came to an end.
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A highly politicized and mobilized East German society—partly
in opposition groups, partly independent of them—created a new
kind of public sphere in the summer and fall of 1989. For a few
historic months before the fall of the Wall, East Germans debated
among themselves, in private and semi-public conversations, not
the abolition of their state but ways to end the one-party-rule and
how to fundamentally reform their state and society: a “true peo-
ples’ democracy” — Volksdemokratie — was finally to be created.”
At this point, the ideal of a socialist democracy was by no means
radically called into question. Rather, it continued to be relevant
as an ideal—within and outside the ranks of the SED.

The opening of the Berlin Wall and the ensuing dissolution of all
material, political, and cultural borders ended this brief phase of
an East German dialogue about the future of socialist democracy.
Quickly, this conversation shifted to the much more complex all
German media landscape and public sphere. It ended with the
first free elections in the GDR in March of 1990, which sealed the
fastest possible path to unity without an East German Sonderwey,
the integration of the East into the political order of the Bonn
Republic. From that point on, the thousand new beginnings that
had shaped the annus mirabilis unfolded in a two-fold way.

On the one hand, the powerful, diverse democratic awakening of
1989 has consolidated in many ways since the 1990s. Voter turn-
out remained generally high in East Germany (albeit lower than
the astonishing 93 percent in the elections of March 1990). Civic
and entrepreneurial engagement increased steadily. And while
East Germans were and remain significantly underrepresented in
most sectors of society, they are slightly overrepresented in state
politics—in the leadership levels of political parties, the legislature,
and the federal executive branches.” In my view, this rarely-noticed
fact speaks to the constructive legacies of 1989. It also explains
why East Germans Angela Merkel and Joachim Gauck were able
to rise to the highest offices in the Berlin Republic. They were not
exceptions but rather the most visible manifestations of the largely
successful integration of East Germans into the Federal Republic’s
democratic system.
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On the other hand, the thousand new beginnings have taken on a
wholly different logic that now affects the political order of united
Germany in rather destructive ways. No independent political
party emerged from the democratic revolution. The East German
Social Democratic Party, founded courageously in the summer of
1989, merged into the West German SPD in early 1990. Most citi-
zens’ movements merged into either the conservative CDU or the
Green Party. Ideas for constitutional reform negotiated around
1990 in both East and West German citizens’ initiatives never
gained significant political support.” Further, East Germans join
political parties less frequently than West Germans do, they vote
more often for small and extreme parties, and they (still) consider
“equality” the most important social ideal while West Germans
cherish “freedom” the most. Finally, East Germans show more
support for unconventional forms of political participation such
as ritualized “Monday demonstrations” and vigils, for direct demo-
cratic and plebiscitary politics such as referendums, and, not least,
for political violence.?®

As a result of all this, liberal, representative democracy is under
greater pressure in the East than anywhere else in the country and
this is now destabilizing the whole system. The rise of the AfD since
2013 was and is driven by an above-average support from the East.

There are many reasons for this, not least the way in which the
AfD integrates West and East German political expertise and expe-
riences like no other established party. East German ideas about
democracy, representation, participation, and (national) commu-
nity still differ significantly from the West’s political culture of
liberalism, diversity, and pluralism. If we want to understand and
effectively respond to the right-wing populist tide in the East—and
in other places around the world—I think it is important to pay
more attention to the diverging ideas and practices of “democracy.”
Not least because all these movements claim to be “truly” demo-
cratic movements.

Crucially, during the revolution of 1989, the idea that received most
of the revolutionary energy and fantasy was not liberal democracy.
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Rather, it was ideas of civic participation [Biirgerbeteiligung] and
direct democracy [Basisdemokratie]. There was a strong sense that
a “true” democracy represented “all,” the entire people and its one
singular will and that the objective of all politics—to quote from
a citizen’s petition written up in Leipzig in May of 1990—was to
form a “permanent consensus between the government and the
population.” Overall, these documents are striking in their expres-
sion of a pronounced need or even desire for social consensus and
political harmony.

In a specifically East German sense then, “good” politics or “good”
democracy have come to mean unity, harmony, congruence of
interests between “the people” and “those in power.” Scholars like
Martin Sabrow have described the GDR as a “consensual dicta-
torship,” an “identitarian” form of rule which “constantly pro-
claimed the consensus of rulers and ruled from above—and had
it acclaimed from below.”? This speaks to the populist (or in Jacob
Talmon’s words, the totalitarian democratic?®) dimension of com-
munism that deserves much more attention in analyses of popu-
lism’s rise after the Cold War. Even if “1989” was based on genuine
democratic and emancipatory aspirations and actions toppling the
SED’s fake-democratic regime, the most prevalent ideas of direct
and consensual democracy have built on that peculiar legacy.

The abundant sources on the democratic discourse during the revo-
lution I examined speak variously of “total democracy” as opposed
to “spectator democracy”; of “complete democratization” and direct-
democratic rule from the local to the national level.”” And many
East Germans envisioned a thoroughly democratic and thus more
solidary society—for example, by suggesting that the ideal of a “com-
munity of solidarity” was to be added to the constitution in unified
Germany along with the possibility of referendums on the local,
regional and national levels.? It is important to stress that it was not
a majority of East Germans who favored these ideas, most ended up
supporting the proven Bonn model of parliamentary-representative
democracy. But a significant minority held these views, and since
unification neither the political system nor the political practice of
the Berlin Republic has had much room or regard for them.
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Here then lies, in my view, a crucial reason for the particularly
strong potential of the AfD in the East. With its plebiscitary rhet-
oric and claims to “direct” representation, the party effectively ties
in with such ideas, quite literally picking up notions that were left
scattered on the streets of the 1989 revolution. It presents itself
as a “citizens’ movement,” promising “real” representation to “the
people” and “direct” leadership, with referendums at the federal
level and an extra- or even antiparliamentarian “bottom-up”-ap-
proach to politics in general. It offers the alternative East Germans
never got to try out. What is more, East German society has never
confronted the socio-cultural basis of Nazism in a way that West
Germans have done since the 1960s. As a result, AfD slogans like
“patriotic solidarity” and calls for a combined policy of “national-
ism” and “socialism” are less objectionable and more appealing to
East Germans. The AfD thus thrives on the revival of the two most
destructive visions of community and representation established
in Germany in the twentieth century: the National Socialist peo-
ples’ community [Volksgemeinschaft] and the communists’ peoples’
democracy [Volksdemokratie].

The “forces of ill will”, as Heuss put it back in 1958, are on the rise
again in Germany, the United States, and elsewhere. Even though
I prefer analytical over metaphorical vocabulary when seeking to
explain historical developments, I will end by recalling what Heuss
said during his visit to the New School in the 1950s. Unfortunately,
we know from history that the “teaching of good will” is in no
way sufficient to fight authoritarianism, racism, and extremism
effectively. Still, the writing and teaching of history has its place
in these struggles. Not least, the history of democracy, in all its
shades and forms, its genuine and abusive realizations, offers ways
to better understand the current moment and thus might even
play a role in preserving a democratic way of life.
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