
GERMANS AND OTHER GERMANS 

was an independent non-communist nation-state . . T he reasons for 
unification with West Gennany are complex, but can be summed up 
briefly: East Germany was a bankrupt wreck of a country; West Ger
many was the prosperous economic leader of Europe. East Germans, 
deprived for decades of the material comforts of life, wanted what the 
West had, and were not about to wait. They poured into "\Vest Ger
many, and would have stayed there permanently if their own country 
been left to its own devices and been forced to restructure without 
massive help. And stay in West Germany they could have, sin ce the 
Federal Republic was bound by its constitution to recognize them as 
its own citizens. When it became clear that it would not take long for 
most of the East Germans to settle in the West, adding 16 million 
new residents to the already-crowded Federal Republic and leaving 
the Democratic Republic virtually empty, the decision to merge the 
two countries into one was in part a measure to keep the Ossis where 
they were. If the wealthy West took responsibility for the impover
ished East, the Ossis would have an incentive to stay put. 

Unification was accomplished in record time. Barely 11 months 
after the vVall had come down, the Democratic Republic was ab
sorbed lock, stock and barrel into the Federal Republic. That was on 
October 3, 1990. Already in July of that year, social and monetaty 
union had taken place-and literally overnight, the West's way of life 
became willy-nilly that of the East. The ramifications were mind
boggling. There simply hadn't been time to think through what 
could, would and might happen when the entire legal and social sys
tem of one countrv (western democratic) was imposed on another 
(communist totalitarian), and when one culture- and all that implies: 
way of dU.nking, acting, the whole value system-was supposed to re
place the other. The immediate consequences went from d1e sublime: 
the East gained the precious D-Mark-to the ridiculous: the plastic, 
exhaust-spewing East German cars, Trnbrmts or Trabis as they were 
known, quickly became collectors' items in the West. But "minor" 
irritations soon came to cl1e fore: shops in the East were obliged to 
stick to western closing hours, which at d1e tim e were even more 
restrictive than they are now (see the section on Shopping, p. 203 on). 
Hairdressers, a focal point of the East German social infrastructure, 
were also obliged to close in the evening and thousands went out of 
business. West German wares replaced East German ones on super
market shelves, usually at the insistence of large western suppliers 
who saw the chance to carve up the market for themselves. Wessis 
poured in to "teach" the Ossis the basics of capitalism, and were soon 
the clear bosses, running the administration, the judicial system, edu
cation and indusoy. And so on. 

Time went by. A super-institution, a national privatization agency 
called the Treuhond, was set up (by the Wessis) to break up and priva-

tize the huge, totally inefficient, cumbersome state monster that had 
been East German industry, and in the process, close, sell off and ra
tionalize in such a way-and tragically, it was certainly the only way
as to make huge numbers of workers redundant. In an ex-country 
where unemployment had been virtually non-existent, d1e jobless 
rate soared up to 90 percent in some unfortunate areas-indeed, the 
overall average often reached around 30 percent in those early years. 
And throughout this almost unimaginable period of radical change, 
the west, which became known as the old Liinde1· or states, kept telling 
the east, the new Lander, what to do and how to do it. The Wessis 
always seemed to know everything better, and since it was their 
money which was being poured into the new Lander, many felt they 
had the right to dictate terms. 

OSSIS AN D WESSIS 

The above mini-account of unification is hopelessly inadequate to 
convey what actually happened at the beginning of the 1990s. Hardly 
had the whole of united Germany recovered from the heady celebra
tions which marked the historic events when cold sobriety set in. The 
sheer enormousness of the undertaking in both economic and human 
tenns left evervbodv reelinl!'. The Wessis began to comprehend what 
unification was going to cost them on a very personal level, and de
spite government promises to the contrary, a hefty solidarity t;tx- 7 .5 
percent of income tax-was introduced fairly fast. It has since been 
reduced to 5.5 percent, but is obviously around to stay for quite a 
while. At the san1e time, the Ossis began to comprehend that things 
were going to get much worse before they got better. Nasty epithets 
started to fly freely across the non-existent border. Then came d1e 
Stasi (East German secret police) revelations, and the realization that 
the St;tsi had infiltrated the country to a horrendous extent, enlisting 
"help" from ordinary citizens who had supplied them with sometimes 
damaging, sometin1es innocuous infonuation in return for favors. 
These favors were often no more than a better education for their 
children, permission to see family in West Germany or the right to 

1 travel outside the communist bloc. So, as it later became evident 
through extensive investigations, a large percentage of the East Ger
man population had "worked" for the Stasi as "informal collabora
tors" (IM). This to the Wessis was an unforgivable sin, no matter 
what the circumstances, and caused the hoards of ex-IMs to become 
social outcasts, with many losing their jobs. Many, no doubt, deserved 
to. But part of the human problem lay in cl1e \/Vessi attitude of supe
rior rectitude, and the growing feeling on the part of the Ossis that 
unification, once viewed as a friendly merger, was more of <l hostile 
takeover. 


