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The Federal Republic of Germany since 1990
◈

The enlarged Federal Republic of Germany that emerged on 3 October
1990, arising from the accession of the five new �/�¤�Q�G�H�U (federal states)
created out of the former GDR, was a distinctively new and somewhat lop-
sided entity. It differed considerably from its West German predecessor,
however much the latter had determined the conditions of unification and
provided the basic constitutional and institutional framework for the unified
Germany. The differences had to do with an uneven domestic economic,
social and political profile, and with the dramatic changes in the wider
context following the collapse of communism and the end of a bi-polar
Cold War world. From the 1990s, the Berlin Republic represented, for a
range of reasons, a distinctively new stage in German history. Moreover, in
the early twenty-first century significant changes in the European and
international context decisively shifted Germany’s role and standing in the
wider world.

UNIFYING GERMAN SOCIETY

The unprecedented historical experiment of integrating a collapsed
communist state into a successful capitalist economy in the event proved far
more difficult than the optimists in the hour of unification had expected.
Major and unanticipated costs of reconstruction fell on west Germans in the
form of increased competition for jobs in an era of rising unemployment,
and increased funding for the modernisation of the east German



infrastructure, with an additional ‘Solidarity tax’. The old, affluent,
relatively self-satisfied West Germany which could agonise over its own
past and proclaim it was the first ‘post-national nation’ found, too, that it
was expected to take a more proactive role not only on the European, but
also on the international stage. In the short term, as westerners moved in to
the eastern Länder, reshaping political and economic structures in their own
image, east Germans found they were subject to even greater immediate
dislocations.

The earliest effects of the introduction of a capitalist economy were felt
in the spheres of employment and the privatisation of production and
property in the eastern Länder. With the introduction of western wages and
prices, and exposure to world markets and stronger competition, inefficient
east German enterprises with grossly outdated equipment and now
unsustainably high staffing costs were no longer viable. Unemployment
levels rose rapidly and dramatically. With the loss of state-subsidised and
enterprise-based child-care facilities, and with the domestic division of
labour still based on ingrained assumptions about gender roles, women
were particularly badly affected by rising unemployment. So too were
people in middle age, who were considered too young to be able to take
premature retirement, and too old to be able to retrain and develop new
skills. On the other hand, for many younger people there were new
possibilities for education, training and career development. As far as
property was concerned, operating on the principle of restitution rather than
compensation, the �7�U�H�X�K�D�Q�G organisation was set up to return previously
expropriated and GDR ‘state-owned’ property to former owners or their
legal heirs. This opened the way for innumerable property disputes, and the
ousting of many east Germans from homes and land which they had



inhabited and often improved by immense personal efforts over many years.
For a wide range of reasons, a relatively high rate of migration westwards
continued, as people left in search of better living and employment
conditions in western Germany, and east German population decline
continued.

Yet, despite all these immediate economic difficulties with major
personal consequences for those adversely affected, the overall result of
investment and rebuilding was the ‘sanitisation’ of much of (what survived
of) east German industry, the renovation of crumbling housing stock, the
reconstruction of transport infrastructure, the modernisation of
communications and the expansion of western consumer outlets into the
east. While eastern Germany in 1990 looked like a possibly even more
decrepit version of Germany in the 1930s, by the twenty-first century many
areas in the former GDR were virtually indistinguishable in appearance
from comparable regions of western Germany, bearing in mind long-
standing regional variations. Only the occasional half-ruined or deserted
building among the fresh facades of renovated city centres betrayed the
relatively recent character of the transformation; and even smaller towns
and villages had generally achieved new plaster and whitewash on the
houses, and the replacement of cobbled streets by tarmac, to effect a major
transformation in physical character. The wartime pock-marks which had
survived in the walls of many older buildings since 1945 were rapidly
disappearing under the new regime; the bleak housing estates of the
socialist new towns were acquiring bright external cladding and new
amenities; the air was cleansed of lignite dust and Trabi fumes, as western
cars proliferated on the streets.



In the unified Germany’s new capital, Berlin, the symbolic centre of
gravity shifted eastwards, with the central areas of the formerly drab
communist capital around Alexanderplatz and Unter den Linden becoming
more lively, more ‘the centre’ than west Berlin’s fading and increasingly
tacky consumer parade along the Kurfürstendamm near the Zoo Railway
Station. With the extraordinary building programme all along the previous
no-man’s strip of the Berlin Wall, even the very traces of division, the
empty gash across the city, were disappearing: disappearing under the
international skylines of global entertainment industries, brash
commercialism and businesses around Potsdamer Platz, under the new
architect-designed government centre near the presidential residence of
Schloss Bellevue and the revived Reichstag, under the more modest
building projects and individual family homes on the former death strip in
outskirts and suburbs such as Griebnitzsee down the S-Bahn line towards
Potsdam. Only the odd concrete block from the Wall was left standing here
or there as a visual reminder of what once had been; in a few places,
notably the Bernauer Straße memorial site and museum but also on Berlin’s
outskirts, such as by Groß Glienicke Lake, attempts were made to convey
an impression of what had formerly been there, while at the East Side
Gallery on the Spree river parts of the Wall were repurposed for public art.
For those who had not experienced it at the time, it was increasingly hard to
imagine the terror and emotion of the former crossing-point between East
and West at the Friedrichstraße S-Bahn station, where the transformation of
bleak waiting areas, secure police cells and border guard offices into shoe-
shops, mobile phone and computer outlets, newsagents and grocery stores
made the new sanitised version look much like any modern western airport
or railway station. Even the former headquarters of the Stasi in



Normannenstraße, where the offices of Stasi chief Erich Mielke were re-
opened as a museum, no longer looked quite so forbidding. In Berlin at
least the physical traces of the very recent German Democratic Republic
collapsed almost unnoticed into the changing environment, jostling for
recognition in historical consciousness alongside the traces of the Third
Reich, of Weimar Germany, of Imperial splendours and the more squalid
legacies of rapid industrialisation; alongside, too, the more lasting
architectural and sculptural heritage of the great age of Berlin in eighteenth-
century Prussia. Even for those who knew at first hand what had existed so
recently, it required some effort of mental reconstruction – or a trip to an
outlying or relatively neglected area – to re-imagine the so recently
overthrown communist past.

The new appearance of the eastern areas of unified Germany
nevertheless belied continuing, if slowly fading, differences between
eastern and western Germans. These were first thematised in popular
parlance by the ubiquitous jokes about ‘�2�V�V�L�V ’ and ‘�: �H�V�V�L�V ’. Opinion polls
and sociological research also served to back up informal observations
about the prevalence of competitive individualism among westerners, a
stronger community orientation and continued commitment to state
provision and welfare support in the east. Marriage and friendship patterns
often sustained a now invisible social and psychological Wall. Even so, new
generations were growing up in both eastern and western regions of
Germany who no longer considered their identity in the stereotypes of the
late twentieth century, as ‘Ossis’ or ‘Wessis’, but rather saw themselves
simply as Germans marked by the regional differences that had
characterised this highly diverse country across the centuries. Division was
simply growing out with the passage of generations.



GERMAN POLITICS IN A CHANGING EUROPE

Economic, social and cultural disparities and dislocations had a major
impact on the character of German politics in the years after unification. In
the early 1990s, there were signs of resurgent rightwing radical nationalism.
While in West Germany right-wing parties such as the Republikaner and the
DVU (�'�H�X�W�V�F�K�H���9�R�O�N�V�X�Q�L�R�Q ) had already affected the electoral landscape at
regional level in the 1980s, the strains associated with unification offered
fertile stamping grounds for fomenting incipient and pre-existing racial
prejudices in eastern areas. Acts of individual racist violence, as well as
coordinated incidents such as the attacks on foreigners in Hoyerswerda and
Rostock in eastern Germany, and Solingen and Mölln in western Germany,
rose alarmingly in the early 1990s, leading many observers to fear a return
to rabid nationalism with the resurrection of some version of a unified
nation state. Yet, in contrast to the situation in the 1930s, this grass-roots
racism was firmly opposed and dealt with by the government (despite what
appeared on occasion to be somewhat tardy responses by members of the
local police forces and onlookers), and was vocally opposed by many
among the wider German population, such that early fears appeared
unfounded. Even the tightly constructed German citizenship laws were
revised in the course of the 1990s, making it easier for long-term resident
‘guest workers’ and their descendants to apply for German citizenship.

The political landscape was further transformed by the expanded
electorate in united Germany. In the eastern Länder, the PDS (Party of
Democratic Socialism, the successor to the discredited SED) scored notable
successes in some areas – and particularly in east Berlin – as a party
representing the regional interests of disaffected easterners who felt they



were being treated as second-class citizens. And once the transitional
electoral provision of ‘separate voting pots’ for the areas of former West
and East Germany had been abolished, after the 1994 General Election, the
FDP found that it too had become something of a rump western regional
party, struggling to reach the 5 per cent electoral threshold when diluted by
the new electorate in the eastern Länder. Moreover, the CDU ‘unification
Chancellor’, Helmut Kohl, whose own political difficulties in the 1980s had
been alleviated by the fall of the Wall, came increasingly under critique in
the 1990s, once again in relation to somewhat murky scandals concerning
party finances.

A historic General Election in 1998 produced a new coalition
government of the SPD and the Greens, with Social Democrat Gerhard
Schroeder taking over as Chancellor. Despite mounting domestic
difficulties, while the CDU cast around for a successor of comparable
political stature to Helmut Kohl, Gerhard Schroeder and the ‘Red-Green’
coalition managed to cling on to power in the General Election of 2002.
Despite the left-wing credentials of both coalition parties, with commitment
for example to the phasing out of nuclear power, Schroeder’s
socioeconomic policies were in fact centrist. In a period of faltering growth
and rising unemployment, he pursued a neo-liberal ‘Third Way’ agenda that
cut welfare benefits and appeared to many on the receiving end to be
unduly harsh. In 2005 Schroeder chose to end his second period in
government early, by organising the loss of a confidence vote that would
allow the calling of elections a year ahead of the four-year schedule.

At the same time, the wider European context was rapidly changing.
The unification of Germany and the transformation of formerly communist
Eastern European states further fuelled the widening and deepening of



European integration processes that had already been under way before
1990. The Schengen Area, arising from the 1985 agreement, was
implemented in the mid-1990s, and incorporated into EU law. This
rendered international travel between participating states almost
unnoticeable, with the dismantling of borders and only occasional re-
imposition of controls in connection with specific incidents – terrorism,
smuggling, drugs – or at times of tension relating to mass immigration. Of
the EU states, the UK and Ireland opted out, while non-EU states within the
Schengen Area include Switzerland, Norway and Iceland.

In the early 1990s the then president of France, François Mitterrand,
was keen to bind the newly unified Germany into the project of a unifying
Europe, and envisaged monetary union as a key element in this project. The
1992 Maastricht Treaty formally established the European Union, and
agreed the introduction of a new common European currency, the Euro. The
phased introduction of the Euro in participating EU states in 1999–2002
marked a desire to bring the economies of participating EU states into line
with each other. Criteria were set relating to acceptable levels of budget
deficit, debt ratio, interest rates and inflation. Crucially, as it was to turn
out, monetary union was not accompanied by fiscal union, and while
participating states lost some of their previous domestic financial levers
(such as devaluation of national currencies, which no longer existed, or
varying interest rates to control levels of borrowing) the question of wider
European control when any participating country might experience
economic crises was, somewhat optimistically, not adequately addressed at
this stage. Some EU states chose to preserve their distance; notably Britain,
which, despite the new Eurotunnel literally undermining the few kilometres



of water which had historically rendered it such a separate island, still
retained its distance on both Schengen and the Euro.

The EU itself was not merely deepening but also widening well beyond
its original western European core, and this too complicated the
implications of closer economic union. Austria, Sweden and Finland joined
in 1995; and the EU expanded significantly in 2004 with the entry of a
number of Eastern European states – Hungary, the Czech Republic,
Slovakia, Slovenia, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania – as well as Malta
and Cyprus, followed in 2007 by Bulgaria and Romania, and in 2013 by
Croatia. Other states were considered as candidates that had not as yet met
the criteria for membership. Meanwhile, the 2007 Lisbon Treaty created a
single legal entity with a President of the European Council.

As the EU grew, so the evident disparities between countries became
increasingly significant for the whole. The enlarged group of twenty-eight
was internally diverse, with striking dissimilarities in domestic political
economies; in particular, there were significant differences in economic
structures and strategies between ‘peripheral’ countries – Greece, Ireland,
Portugal, Spain and Italy – and states such as France and Germany which
had different wage structures, levels of technology, and export-led growth
strategies. These disparities created something of a north–south divide
alongside the east–west divisions rooted in historical political differences.

In the 1990s and early twenty-first century Germany and France were at
the forefront of moves towards ever-closer European integration, and
possibly an incipient federal United States of Europe. In many respects,
these moves appeared not dissimilar, though on a different scale and in a
different world historical context, to the kinds of developments which had
taken place within and between the German states of the early nineteenth



century. But the parallels perhaps end with the development of a Customs
Union. For while a united foreign policy under Prussia in the Franco-
Prussian War of 1870 brought about the slightly unwilling ‘small German’
unification of the Imperial Germany of 1871, there was far from anything
resembling unity with respect to a possible united European foreign policy
in the early twenty-first century. In the international crises of the 1990s (the
Gulf War, Kosovo), the recently unified Germany was jolted into having to
wake up to new international commitments and responsibilities; by the time
of the renewed crisis over Iraq a decade later, in 2002–3, the situation was
rather different. Schroeder in part succeeded in winning the 2002 election,
despite growing economic problems and rising unemployment at home,
precisely because he played on the remarkable levels of pacifism among a
German population which had learned only too well the historical lessons of
two world wars unleashed from German soil. While British Prime Minister
Tony Blair was busy resurrecting and strengthening a governmental
commitment to the ‘special relationship’, the ‘transatlantic alliance’, with
the USA, supported to a degree by Spain, Germany stood by the French
refusal in principle to unleash what seemed to many a totally unnecessary
war against Iraq.

But the wider world was changing, and with it Germany’s sense of
place and capacity to exercise power. The spectacular terrorist suicide
attacks on New York’s World Trade Center and on Washington on 11
September 2001 (or ‘9/11’ as this came to be called) both inaugurated and
symbolised a new era of international uncertainty, characterised by fears of
fundamentalist terrorism and military instability. The predictable dangers
and threats of the old Cold War in a world divided between two
superpowers were replaced by an unstable multi-polar world, with



unpredictable flashpoints and new forms of ideological and religious
conflict alongside the continuation of long-term patterns of political
oppression, inequalities of health and disease, and contrasts between areas
of plenty and of famine.

THE MERKEL ERA

In 2005, with the election of Angela Merkel as Chancellor of a Grand
Coalition government, Germany entered an entirely new era. In her own
person, Merkel embodied the sheer extent of the changes that had taken
place within Germany; and in the years that followed, her responses to the
challenges arising from significant economic, social and political
transformations across Europe and the wider world radically altered the
character and standing of Germany.

Angela Merkel was the first German Chancellor to be born after the
Second World War; the first female Chancellor of Germany; and the first
with a significant East German background. Merkel was born in the West
German city of Hamburg in 1954, but within months of her birth her family
moved to the GDR where her father, a Lutheran pastor, took on a parish in
northern Brandenburg. Socialised entirely under communism, Merkel
trained to become a scientist, and earned a doctorate in chemistry in 1986.
With the transformation of the political landscape in 1989–90, she entered
the political arena, representing a seat in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, a
northern province of eastern Germany. Through much of the 1990s, Merkel
was a close ally of the Chancellor Helmut Kohl, who played a somewhat
paternalistic role in fostering the career of ‘his girl’, as he liked to call her.
But influenced by her Protestant background, and with strong moral
convictions, Merkel was not afraid to challenge Kohl when the scandal



broke over CDU financial donations. In 2000, she was elected the first
female head of a German party. From then on, she rose to become a
dominant force in German and international politics.

In 2005, following an election where the CDU/CSU polled only
narrowly more than the SPD led by Gerhard Schroeder, Merkel succeeded
in gaining the role of Chancellor in a Grand Coalition. By 2009, her
popularity had grown and she was able to head a government jointly with
the conservatives’ traditional coalition partner, the FDP. By 2013, the
popularity of the CDU under Merkel’s leadership was at its height; but its
junior partner, the FDP, was less successful, and now failed to clear the 5
per cent hurdle. This meant that in the 2013–17 parliament, Merkel again
had to enter a Grand Coalition with the SPD.

Plate 42. Chancellor Angela Merkel and Berlin Mayor Klaus Wowereit on stage in front of the
Brandenburg Gate alongside US President Barack Obama, ahead of his address on 19 June 2013.

Over the course of a dozen years at the height of her powers, whether in
coalition with the SPD or the FDP, Merkel steered the CDU/CSU into the



centre ground of German politics. The East German Lutheran scientist
revealed herself to be a masterly politician, not merely growing into the role
but showing leadership and setting new standards in public life. Merkel
faced major challenges in international, European and domestic politics
with a characteristic combination of firm moral principles, intellectual
command of details and astute pragmatism.

The first occasions on which Merkel demonstrated her political acumen
related to achieving compromises on French interests in EU agricultural
policy and the associated British rebate, and seeking international
agreement on tackling climate change. In both cases she revealed
considerable skill in reaching consensus where none initially appeared
likely. Over time, Merkel’s willingness to reconsider previous policy
positions in the light of new evidence – characteristic of her training in
science and belief in fact-based argument – was demonstrated in her
turnaround on nuclear energy policy following the explosion in 2011 of the
Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant in Japan. She proved determined to
hold her ground in dealing with her uncomfortable neighbour to the east,
Vladimir Putin’s Russia, with its designs on the Ukraine and particularly the
Crimean Peninsula, even if Putin’s power politics proved intractable. And
she won the international moral high ground in publicly distancing herself
from some of US President Trump’s less savoury opinions. Merkel’s down-
to-earth style and reassuring manner, seeking consensus while taking tough
decisions in what she considered to be the public good, led to her being
affectionately known as ‘Mutti Merkel’ (Mummy Merkel) in many circles.
But in other quarters she was criticised severely, and this indeed because of
tensions arising from Germany’s ever-growing power in Europe.



Undoubtedly the first significant challenge facing Merkel related to the
Eurozone. In 2008 a financial crisis erupted in the USA, following a period
of subprime mortgage lending that culminated in the bankruptcy of the
historic Lehman Brothers investment bank. This precipitated a global debt
crisis, with reverberations in the Eurozone. The northern EU economies had
benefited from European monetary union and banks had been in a position
to make large loans to companies and governments in the southern EU
countries, which profited from cheap credit and plentiful lending. But the
consequence of easy money was rapidly rising levels of debt, which in the
context of the global debt crisis soon spiralled out of all proportion. Greece
was the first EU country to indicate its difficulties, when in late 2009 it
announced that national debt was some 113 per cent of GDP. In 2010 the
first EU bailout of Greece sought to stabilise the situation, accompanied by
much public criticism of alleged profligacy, widespread corruption and tax
evasion. Later in the year, Ireland too required EU assistance, with the
finger here pointed at an overheated property market. In both countries,
stringent conditions were attached to the bailouts, with significant austerity
measures. But the hard-won assistance proved to be too little, too late. The
European Central Bank and the International Monetary Fund played key
roles in providing financial help, but it was clear that political procedures
for dealing with monetary crises in the Eurozone were inadequate.
Following the establishment of the European Stability Mechanism in 2011,
Greece received a further bailout; and Portugal, Spain and Italy also
required varying degrees of assistance or were constrained to introduce
severe austerity policies. The entire Eurozone appeared at risk, and Greece
particularly so, with fears that it might need to leave. In 2015 a left-wing
government was elected in Greece that criticised a programme that was



condemning a generation to poverty and mass unemployment, and voices
were raised critiquing the Germans for having devastated the country under
Nazism and supposedly now refusing to honour historic debts. There were
inherent tensions in the always uncertain balance between national control
of domestic policies within a wider European monetary union where other
participants had an interest in stabilisation but not at any price, and many
felt little desire to cross-subsidise what they saw as the failings of others.

In this turmoil, the German economy proved remarkably resilient.
Despite a brief downturn in 2009, it returned to strong growth rates in the
turbulent years of 2010–11. Germany began to play a leading role alongside
France in dealing with EU affairs, including the Eurozone crisis, and by
2015 Merkel appeared to be one of the most powerful individuals in
Europe.

Yet there were also unsettling signs. Merkel’s move to the centre
ground, for long periods in coalition with the SPD – which also shifted
increasingly to the centre – left growing spaces on the political wings. The
SPD continued to lose some of its traditional supporters, while a regrouped
left-wing party, the Left (�'�L�H���/�L�Q�N�H ), was founded in 2007 from the former
PDS and other left-wing groups. The Left critiqued neo-liberalism and
austerity policies, and its support came from both former East German
communist roots – now declining demographically – and disaffected radical
social democrats, as well as younger casualties of modern capitalism. On
the right of the political spectrum, a new party, the Alternative for Germany
(�$�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H���I�¼�U���'�H�X�W�V�F�K�O�D�Q�G , AfD) was founded in 2013 specifically in
opposition to the Euro and in favour of a return to the Deutschmark. The
AfD’s initial relatively traditional conservative and neo-liberal wing was,
however, complemented and arguably overtaken by a populist strand that



focussed the national cause less on the currency than on questions around
immigration and cultural diversity. Here, it benefited from wider
developments. In late 2014, a new social movement calling itself Pegida –
Patriotic Europeans against the Islamisation of the West – started in
Dresden, with weekly marches protesting against the perceived threat of
Islam. Individuals associated with Pegida periodically overstepped the mark
and were accused of incitement to racial hatred; the borderline was very
fragile. In cities from Dresden, Leipzig and Cologne to Berlin, Pegida
demonstrations were actively opposed by anti-racist counter-
demonstrations, insisting on commitment to tolerance and diversity; but it
was clear that emergent populist currents – and not only in Germany – were
drawing on widespread fear of immigrants and the anti-Islam sentiments
fostered by incidents of extremist violence.

Terrorism, which had burst into the spotlight on 11 September 2001,
increasingly plagued Europe in the following years. London tube and bus
transport was the subject of bombings in July 2005. Terrorism struck at the
heart of Paris in both January and November 2015, inaugurating a period of
steadily rising numbers of incidents and fatal attacks not only in France but
elsewhere in Europe. Coordinated mass sexual assaults took place in
Cologne and other German cities during New Year celebrations at the turn
of 2015–16; individual terrorist attacks took place in separate small towns
in southern Germany in July 2016; and in December 2016 a truck was
purposefully driven into a Christmas market in central Berlin, killing a
dozen people and injuring many others. While individual extremists were
clearly motivated by radical Islam, there was a risk that in popular
perceptions all Muslims and migrants from Islamic countries would be seen
in much the same light.



Plate 43. Refugees arrive at German–Austrian border.

Anti-foreigner sentiment was further exacerbated by Merkel’s response
to the sudden growth of mass migration in 2015. Free movement of people
(as well as goods) within the EU had been a central plank of EU policies
from its inception, affecting all EU countries although in different ways.
During the period of EU expansion eastwards, the failure of then British
Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair to set immigration controls
unintentionally played a role in fuelling xenophobia in some quarters,
giving sustenance to continuing Eurosceptic voices in the UK. Elsewhere,
different conditions obtained. But the migration from outside the EU into
Europe from 2015 onwards was of a wholly different order from internal
movement of people within the EU. The eruption of military and political
violence in Syria, as well as political and economic upheavals in Libya and
elsewhere in north Africa and the Middle East, precipitated levels of mass
flight from violence and starvation on a scale not seen since the Second
World War. While migrants from political violence were initially welcomed,



soon the EU found that its policy of expecting migrants to stay in the first
country that was a safe haven was putting undue burdens on border regions,
and countries such as Hungary began to erect controls. While EU states
variously squabbled over controls and quotas, it seemed to be Angela
Merkel alone – with an acute sense of historical responsibility – who
insisted that Germany should open its doors to all in need. But this
commitment was not without risks.

The political significance of continuing tensions within Germany
became markedly evident in the general election of September 2017. The
political landscape had changed dramatically. The ever-more centrist SPD
was dramatically weakened after years of compromise in coalition, while
the CDU also lost seats and scored its lowest percentage share of party-list
votes since 1949. And as the centrist parties were shrinking, so parties on
the left and right rose in significance. The right-wing AfD now garnered
votes across Germany, but its support was highest in the eastern provinces
where a sense of insecurity and fear about the future was widely evident: in
some areas, more than one in four voters selected the AfD. The outcome of
the election remained uncertain for months. It was evident that if there were
another grand coalition between CDU/CSU and SPD, the AfD would be the
largest opposition party in parliament.



Plate 44. Alice Weidel (front left) and Alexander Gauland (front right), co-leaders of the AfD
parliamentary group, and other members of the AfD, applaud as AfD member Gottfried Curio
(unseen) addresses the Bundestag in March 2018.

The SPD initially sought space to rethink and renew itself in the wake
of its disastrous electoral decline. But following weeks of ultimately
unsuccessful discussions about a so-called ‘Jamaica Coalition’ – a colourful
and somewhat implausible combination of the CDU/CSU, the Greens and
the FDP – the SPD reluctantly agreed again to enter a coalition with the
CDU/CSU, with dissenting voices on all sides. In March 2018, a renewed
Grand Coalition was announced, with considerably more muted support for
Merkel and heightened uncertainty about the future.

The era of the easy domination of Merkel was drawing to a close.
Even so, during the previous dozen years Merkel had made a significant
impact and radically transformed Germany’s international standing.

THE CHANGING RESONANCE OF A DIFFICULT PAST



Key shifts were evident too in the ways in which Germans addressed the
legacies of their doubly dictatorial past in the decades after unification.
Controversies over works of literature and film in united Germany initially
reflected differences between easterners and westerners. In the early 1990s,
debates flared up and subsided over works such as Christa Wolf’s post-
revolutionary publication of �: �D�V���E�O�H�L�E�W , a lightly retouched short novel
written over a decade earlier, or the apparent ‘rendering harmless’ of the
dictatorship in humorous novels and films such as Thomas Brussig’s
�+�H�O�G�H�Q���Z�L�H���: �L�U (‘Heroes like us’, 1995) and �6�R�Q�Q�H�Q�D�O�O�H�H (1999, named
after a street crossing the border between East and West Berlin) – or even in
the subtly undermining twist in the tale told in Wolfgang Becker’s film
�*�R�R�G�E�\�H���/�H�Q�L�Q (2003). Works by younger writers such as Jana Hensel
(�=�R�Q�H�Q�N�L�Q�G�H�U , ‘After the Wall’, 2002) and Claudia Rusch (�0�H�L�Q�H���I�U�H�L�H

�G�H�X�W�V�F�K�H���-�X�J�H�Q�G , ‘My Free German Youth’, 2003, playing on the name of
the official GDR youth organisation), captured the ambivalence of a
generation that was well aware of GDR repression yet preserved happy
memories of relatively carefree childhoods. The West German filmmaker
Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, by contrast, presented a far more
sombre picture of Stasi surveillance of intellectuals in his film �7�K�H���/�L�Y�H�V���R�I

�2�W�K�H�U�V (2006), widely acclaimed despite historical misrepresentations.
More nuanced engagements with the complexities of life in the GDR – and,
indirectly, also in the West – were found in films such as Christian Petzold’s
�%�D�U�E�D�U�D (2012); Petzold followed this with a critique of German
engagement with the Nazi past after the war, in his film �3�K�R�H�Q�L�[ (2014).

Historical interpretations inevitably took on wider political and moral
significance. Curiously, in the years after unification the often vitriolic
attacks of West German politicians and much of the western media on what



was widely labelled ‘the second German dictatorship’ in the GDR led to an
almost paradoxical nostalgia (dubbed ‘�2�V�W�D�O�J�L�H ’, ‘eastalgia’) among east
Germans for aspects of everyday life and a lost sense of community in the
repressive state which they had helped to overthrow. The denunciations of
what was termed a ‘totalitarian dictatorship’, and the explicit comparisons
of the GDR with Nazi Germany, made many east Germans feel that the
authenticity of their own lives and memories was being in some way
distorted, even denied. The determination of the German parliament in the
1990s to investigate the character and consequences of the East German
dictatorship led to a long-running parliamentary inquiry (�(�Q�T�X�ª�W�H�N�R�P�L�V�V�L�R�Q

), with specialist testimonies and heated debates about how best to interpret
and ‘overcome’ this recent past. While it proved remarkably difficult to
bring individual leaders of the SED regime to trial, the much wider witch-
hunt of those who had acted as unofficial informers for the Stasi (�6�W�D�V�L���,�0�V

), and the loss of professional occupations and prospects for anyone in any
way tainted by having been an ‘accomplice’ of the SED regime, was seen
by many as disproportionate in comparison with the relatively lenient
treatment of Nazi ‘fellow travellers’ (�0�L�W�O�¤�X�I�H�U ) after 1945, following the
collapse of the far more evil Third Reich with its responsibility for
organised genocide and world war.

This preoccupation with the GDR did not mean that the Nazi period fell
out of view. If anything, it became the subject of even more heated debates,
as a younger, ‘third’ generation – on both sides of the former historic divide
– started to address the challenges posed by the actions and inaction of their
grandparents, even while the latter remained still alive to talk about their
experiences. Massive controversies were occasioned by a travelling
exhibition displaying Wehrmacht involvement in Nazi atrocities, entitled



‘The Crimes of the Wehrmacht’, which opened first in 1995 and was
subsequently reopened in a revised version following disputes about the
attribution of some images. Using photographs taken by ordinary soldiers,
this exhibition brought to the attention of a wider public something that had
long been evident to historians: that the notion of a ‘clean’ army was a
convenient myth. At the same time, the contested thesis of Daniel Jonah
Goldhagen that an alleged longterm German mentality of ‘eliminationist
anti-semitism’ provided the key to explaining the Holocaust led to renewed
confrontation with the complicity of many ‘ordinary Germans’ in the
exclusion and mass murder of Jews. Meanwhile, protracted debates over the
proposed construction of a Holocaust memorial in Berlin demonstrated just
how intently some sections of the German population sought to express
their remorse and identify with the victims of Nazi persecution.

However far it receded, the Nazi past remained present within families,
across generations and in German public culture. The 2013 television
series, ‘Our Mothers, Our Fathers’ (�X�Q�V�H�U�H���0�¼�W�W�H�U�����X�Q�V�H�U�H���9�¤�W�H�U ), despite
its portrayal of some of the horrors of combat on the eastern front, still
somewhat unrealistically sought to depict the young men and women of
Nazi Germany – the parents and grandparents of the Germans of the early
twenty-first century – as misled idealists, essentially innocent despite being
implicated in Nazi crimes. While it remained difficult to undermine respect
for individuals and families with whom there were strong emotional bonds,
the wider culture had nevertheless shifted massively. While it was hard to
address questions of perpetration and complicity, it was possible to show
immense remorse for the sufferings of victims. In the centre of Berlin, in
the Tiergarten close to the centre of government and the Brandenburg Gate,
the extensive Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe was finally opened



in 2005. In the following years it was joined by other, smaller memorials
remembering previously marginalised groups who had been persecuted
under Nazism: homosexual men, Sinti and Roma (‘gypsies’), as well as
victims of Nazi sterilisation and ‘euthanasia’ policies. These developments
were never uncontested, always accompanied by controversies; and
recognition of these and other victims of Nazism, such as forced and slave
labourers, came so belatedly that for many of those who had been
persecuted it was far too late for any kind of material or symbolic
compensation for the wrongs suffered.

Even so, this landscape remembering the victims of Nazism, along with
a growing recognition of the need also to explore responsibility for
perpetration, signalled a significant and fundamental change in German
values and culture that went way beyond the memorial landscape itself.
There was continued – if continually contested – liberalisation in wider
cultural attitudes, marking just how far German society had changed since
the days of Hitler. In September 2017, gay couples gained the right to
marry, and the first same-sex marriage took place in Berlin’s district of
Schöneberg – which had been well known for its gay scene in the 1920s,
before Nazi homophobia took over and people were subjected to
persecution, often incarceration and death, for same-sex love. The 2017
parliamentary vote on legalisation of same-sex marriage, long a Social
Democratic aim, was even introduced by a conservative Chancellor –
Angela Merkel, whose unlikely emergence and extended period in power
had in itself symbolised the radical shifts in German politics and society.

Ironically, as Britain narrowly voted to leave the EU – in a referendum
called in 2016 by the then conservative Prime Minister, David Cameron, in
a gamble to unite his own party – and as Donald Trump was narrowly



elected to serve as US President despite a lack of any previous political
experience, survivors of Nazi persecution and their descendants who had
made new lives on other shores now sought, in increasing numbers, to
apply for German citizenship. This alone marked just how far Germany had
come in the decades since the end of the Second World War in 1945, and in
the shorter period since the unification of West and East Germany in 1990.
Many who knew from their own personal and family experiences just how
horrendous Nazi Germany had been now chose, in the face of rising tones
of nationalism, populism and racism elsewhere, Germany as a place they
trusted would uphold ideals about a more humane society within the context
of peaceful European integration. Germany had by now not only
demonstrated its capacity for strong economic performance but also its
commitment to facing the challenges – whether to do with racism,
migration and cultural diversity, or the environment, energy policies and
climate change – of an ever-changing wider world. Yet even so, the
significant body of AfD politicians taking up their seats in the German
parliament, and the evident strains within the governing CDU/CSU
coalition about immigration policies, served to signal that, in a context of
rising right-wing populism and fears of terrorism across Europe, nothing
could be taken for granted.

In regional elections in Bavaria and Hesse in October 2018, voters
signalled growing dissatisfaction with the centrist parties of the governing
coalition, and rising support for both the rightwing nationalist party, the
AfD, and the left-wing environmentalist Greens. As the electorate
increasingly abandoned the liberal middle ground, it was clear that not only
the CDU/CSU but also the SPD, the junior partner in the governing
coalition, would need to do some radical rethinking. Taking responsibility



for the poor showing of her party, Angela Merkel announced her intention
to step down as CDU leader in December 2018, and not to stand again for
the Chancellorship in the next national election. The Merkel era,
characterised by an emphasis on pragmatic solutions tempered with
morality, was now coming to a definitive end.

In early twenty-first century Europe, Germany had emerged as an apparent
beacon of stability, democracy and virtue. In an age of increasing
globalisation, the new Germany itself was a land incorporating contrasts,
not only seeking to overcome the internal divisions between east and west,
but also taking up new policies in a transformed international context, in a
manner informed by its own part in a tortured but now increasingly distant
past. It had proved resilient in face of the wider challenges of an
increasingly interconnected world – but that world itself was, in the post-
Cold War era, highly unpredictable, the paths of the future always
contested.


