Sophie Abbe

When the seventh anniversary of the bombing of Dresden was commemorated, there was already a
very broad range of events and activities within the framework of the city's culture of remembrance. This
is well-illustrated by a series of photographs taken in 1952, documenting various slogans and pledg-
es in connection with the destruction of Dresden. Some of them showed very personal commitment:
“The toll in this street through the Second World War and the bombing on 13 and 14 February 1945:
35 families completely bombed-out, 14 families partially bombed-out, 24 family members killed, 11
missing in action, 21 killed in action. Should this happen again? We have had enough of this cruelty,
all our efforts are for reconstruction, the neighbours of TimaeusstraBe nos.1, 3,5, 11, 18 pledge to join
in setting up a playground in Alaunplatz."" And the official propaganda also showed a creative side:
one street exhibit was a mock-up of a crashed American bomber plane with the words “U.S.A. Killer, Tod
von Dresden [death of Dresden], and the slogan "Yesterday Dresden, today Korea, and tomorrow the
whole world - let us unite in the struggle for peace!"? By this time, after an initial and very brief admis-
sion of Germany's guilt, the official line taken in the German Democratic Republic in the historical and
political debate over National Socialism and the Second World War had already turned anti-capitalist
and anti-imperialist. What were the conditions and the political context within which this shaping of
commemoration and its rhetoric in the Soviet Occupied Zone and the GDR developed?

As early as 1946, and thus earlier than other cities, Dresden held a commemoration ceremony.
Although the Soviet Military Administration issued instructions to avoid any suggestion of “mourn-
ing", the speakers at the actual ceremony made references to the pointlessness of the bombing and
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the innocence of the city, and they differentiated between the Allied powers. While the Red Army was
credited with "never having bombed undefended cities or the civilian population” the Western Allied
Powers were viewed critically. The tolling of church bells, an ecumenical act which is still carried out on
13 February, provided the religious framework for this first commemorative event.” In 1947 and 1948,
there were no major commemorative ceremonies, only smaller ones in official institutions. From 1948
onwards, however, political tension increased, and manifested itself in the formation of major power
blocks and the founding of two German states. This was reflected in the shaping and organizing of
remembrance in Dresden.

The historical and political discourse in the GDR dealt with the tension in foreign relations by re-writ-
ing and replacing the narrative of the joint victory of the Allies over National Socialism with the story of
the lone struggle of the Soviet Union against National Socialism. The aim of this rhetorical shift was to
legitimize the founding of the new German state under an anti-fascist label. Thus a concept of anti-fas-
cism was constructed which both forged identity and was consistent with the official state line on the
self-image of the GDR.

Immediately after the war, in view of the realization of the full dimension of Nazi crimes it was
understood that there must have been widespread complicity among Germans. However, this under-
standing was very soon replaced by the concept of an anti-fascist national identity.

As an argument to relieve the German population of the burden of guilt and responsibility, Dim-
itroff's definition of fascism was called on. According to this definition fascism is the "open, terrorist
dictatorship of the most reactionary, chauvinist, imperialist elements of financial capital."* Thus Nation-
al Socialism and the Shoah were entirely the work of the "Hitlerclique” and the “financial capitalists”. In
the rhetoric of the SED [Socialist Unity Party of (East) Germany]. the German 'Volk' was Hitler's first vic-
tim. “"Never before in history has a people been so shamefully abused", forced as they were by the Nazis
"by means of deceit and terror up to the unconditional surrender[...]to conduct the war unleashed by
the Hitlerites and their hidden backers."® A degree of guilt and responsibility on the part of the German
people was thus not explicitly denied, but deliberately minimized, and became simply a non- issue.
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Seen from this perspective, the Shoah played a marginal role, Jewish people as a persecuted group
were barely mentioned, and the term “Holocaust” was virtually non-existent in the GDR version of his-
tory.” Furthermore, anti-Semitism had traditionally been described by the KPD [German Communist
Party] as a “tool used by reactionary forces to distract and confuse the working class, for the purposes of
enrichment and the removal of competition.”

Essentially, the KPD leaders and officials who emigrated from the Soviet Union dominated over the
Western emigrants, who showed a greater awareness of the Shoah. It was the Soviet group that was
responsible for the construct of the “anti-fascist state”.

The culture of remembrance of the different persecuted groups often took spontaneous forms and
showed considerable variety in the early days. However it was soon instrumentalized in the Soviet
Occupied Zone by the KPD/SED party with its vested political interests. The political identity the GDR
gave itself led to a hierarchy of the different persecuted groups: the communist resistance fighters
were afforded the greatest significance, since they were regarded as politically motivated in contrast
to other groups that put up resistance and protest. Thus the KPD came to be regarded as the most
important force of active resistance to National Socialism, which had already started in the Weimar Re-
public. The defeat of the KPD in the elections of 1933 and the failure of the resistance in Germany were
re-interpreted, and the party thus became part of the victorious Soviet military power. The communist
resistance was charged with a significance that did not result from the historical context alone, but was
also vindicated by the very founding of the state. This ideological bridge was necessary for the SED to
uphold its claim to political power.

The culture of remembrance was given an abstract framework, and the official staging and rep-
resentations were symbolically heavily charged and strongly ritualized.

In February 1953, the Vereinigung der Verfolgten des Naziregimes (VVN)[association of groups per-
secuted by the Nazi regime] was disbanded, an association to which a good many members of the
Jewish community belonged. The polarizing nature of the remembrance culture was an issue behind
this move: the work of the survivors was linked to concrete memories of Nazi crimes and thus to the
debate over guilt and compensation. It was thus diametrically opposed to the official GDR ideologjical
line with its assertion of blamelessness.
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This ideological framework made it possible to establish a remembrance of the bombing that saw
the inhabitants of Dresden as primary victims, an interpretation which was a direct continuation of the
myth propagated by the Nazis."" Instead of reflecting on guilt and responsibility for the Shoah and the
war of annihilation, citizens were to concentrate on social consolidation and the reconstruction. From
this basis, it was possible to commemorate the people of Dresden as victims of the Second World War.
The question of guilt was aggressively denied without the slightest qualms, the people of Dresden
were cast as victims of National Socialism and, without any consideration of the political and historical
context of cause and effect, the Allies were accused of destroying Dresden.

Thus, starting in 1949, official commemoration ceremonies were held and for the first time given
full media coverage throughout the Soviet Occupied Zone. The overall denial of guilt and responsibil-
ity for National Socialism was evident: one case in point was the description of the Western Allies as
"Anglo-American war-mongers”. Further elements of the ceremony were accounts by those who had
lived through the bombing, and pictures of burning pyres of corpses."” From 1950 - the fifth anniver-
sary - onwards, the bombing of Dresden played a central role in the propaganda war between the two
block powers. The integration of the Federal Republic of Germany in the West and the treaties of Paris
in 1955, which ended the state of occupation in West Germany, clearly marked this development. The
question of German guilt faded into the background, while the communist leaders followed a line of
argument that the National Socialist propagandists would have been proud of. The SED party officials
drew on the Nazi interpretation of the bombing and adopted Goebbels' term "Terrorangriffe” [terror
attacks] in their rhetoric.'” Further elements taken over from Nazi propaganda were the defamation
of the Allies as barbaric and wantonly destructive of culture, and the interpretation of the bombing
as senseless, given the lack of military targets and the strategic insignificance of aerial warfare. This
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nationalist rhetoric was topped only by the SED leaders attributing the sole responsibility for the “suf-
fering of Dresden” to the Allies.

This evaluation and categorization of the Allies in turn reflected the political conflict of the time. The
first step was to stigmatize the military actions of the USA in the struggle against National Socialism
as war crimes equivalent to those of the Nazi regime. The next step was to cite these so-called war
crimes, in classic anti-American propagandist manner, in order to argue that the USA was a war-monger
in other political conflicts. Shortly after the Korean War began in 1951, the GDR daily paper Tagliche
Rundschau wrote: "The glow of fire from the bleeding city of Dresden that turned the skies crimson
for miles around in the final days of the Second World War thus lit up the rapacious face of American
imperialism, the worst enemy of mankind.""* And in January 1955, on the tenth anniversary, the Na-
tional Council of the National Front of the GDR issued directives in which the bombing of Dresden was
implicitly equated with the German army's war of annihilation and the Shoah. One such statement was:
"The destruction of Dresden was an element in the greatest crime against humanity, set off by German
militarists and imperialists in 1939 when they invaded Poland and destroyed Warsaw.

This line of political argument was decisive in shaping remembrance over the decades to follow.
It was not only the contents that appeared to have been laid down for some time to come. The ritu-
als were also carried out in official acts right into the 1980s: the wreath-laying at the Heidefriedhof
cemetery, the gathering of citizens in the Altmarkt, the tolling of church bells, to mention just a few.
After a relatively calm phase in the debate over remembrance, and continuity in the traditional forms
of commemoration, the 1980s saw attempts to challenge these readings and forms. Leading figures
in the peace movement chose 13 February to take a stand for peace and against the militarization of
the GDR. And they attempted to implant a political statement into the anniversary day, beyond mere
commemoration.

Translated by Teresa Woods
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