
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL This week in 

History/ Mai 

FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 
Was ist am 8. Mai 1945 geschehen? 

Victory in Europe Day (V-E Day} 
THE ANNIVERSARY OF MAY 8 

On May 8th the world will be reminded of the capitulation of Nazi Ger
many 40 years ago. The anniversary will be commemo~ated around ~e 
world under a variety of themes and with strong emotions. There will 
be victory celebrations in some areas while people in oth~r ~laces will 
remember the suffering and pain of millions of Jews who died m concen
tration camps. The horror of the death camps has not been forgotten. It 
w ill be officially remembered on April 21 during a ceremony with 
Chancellor Kohl at the Bergen-Belsen camp. May 8th in 1945 meant libera
tion from the Nazi dictatorship on the one hand and defeat and division 
for Germany on the other. The war was over. Free democracy was the 
winner over fascism. ___ _ 

The victorious powers - the United States, the Soviet Union, Great Bri
tain and France - divided Germany into four occupation zones after the 
capitulation. Berlin belonged to none of the zones but was also ~vided 
into four sectors and jointly administered by the four powers. Duong the 
famous Potsdam Conference, the following agreements were reached con
cerning the defeated Gennan nation: destruction of the war potential, total 
disarmament and demilitarization, destruction of National Socialism, 
decentralization of the economy and reconstruction of political life on a 
democratic basis. A new German society was to be built under the basic 
principles of a democratic order including a parliamentary democ~acy, 
legal security, civic liberties, human rights, -private property and pnvate 
enterprise. 

There were differences of philosophy from the beginning, however, 
between the three Western powers on the one hand and the Soviet Union 
on the other who wanted to see the realization of a socialist order accor
ding to Leninist doctrine in which the state controls the means of produc
tions. These differences turned into the "cold war." It soon became ap
parent that there would be two separate German nations. 

Reconstruction was brisk in all four zones. In the three Western zones 
the political system was developed from ~e botto~ to the t?P aCC?rding 
to democratic principles. A number of political parties came mto exmence 
here, while there was only one party allowed in the Soviet occupied sec-

tion of Germany. By 1948, it was obvious that there was little hope of 
solving the German problem together. That is when the Western powers 
decided to establish a West German state. A " Grundgesetz" (Basi~ L~w) 
was drawn up that underlined the 'fact that it was not the final constitutlon 
of a separate state but only a temporary solution to give a new o!der to 
political life for a transitionial period. The preamble of the B_aSic Law 
emphasizes the restoration of a united ?ermany as ~he most ~portant 
objective of all political parties. The Baste Law _w~nt mto effect _m 19~9. 
Konrad Adenauer, a leading figure of the Chnsttan Democratic Uruon 
(CDU), was elected chancellor. . 

The Federal Republic of Germany did not have full sovereignty when 
it was established. Supreme authority remained with the three ~estern 
occupation powers until May 5, 1955 when West Germany was mcluded 
in the We!>tern alliance. It ceased to be the enemy and became the partner 
of the Western powers. At the same time, the other German state was 
incorporated in the respective Eastern alliance system_. . 

Shortly after the organization of the Federal Republic of German~ m 
the West in 1949 the German Democratic Republic (GDR) was establish
ed in the Soviet zone as a parliamentary democracy according to i~ con
stitution. In reality, the communist SED (Socialist Unity Party) dommat~ 
all political activities from the outset. Th~ state developed alon~ comm~st 
lines. Dissatisfaction among the population because of excessive poht1cal 
pressure and economic hardships culminated in the uprising of June 17, 
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1953, which was put down by Soviet troops accomparuea oy a tot of blood
shed. Many GDR citizens moved to the West. To prevent this flight the 
GDR authorities built the most heavily guarded frontiers in all of Europe 
with barriers, barbed wire fences and minefields along the entire demar
cation line. Refugees could still cross the border in Berlin and fly from 
there to West Gennan territory. An end was put to that movement in August 
of 1961 with the construction of the now famous Berlin wall right through 
the heart of the city. By that time, over 3. 5 million people had fled from 
the Soviet occupied section of Germany to the West. People are still try
ing to get away, although their chances are slim. Yet they face the dangers 
and risk the flight. Many die every year in the attempt by gunfire 9r ex
ploding mines. 

Among the eastern bloc countries, the GDR is in second place today 
after the Soviet Union in industrial production and foreign trade. The stan
dard of living, although far behind that of the Federal Republic, is one 
of the highest among communist countries. Internationally the GDR con
tinues to gain weight and influence, especially among a number of 
ideologically close Third World countries. In spite of all these successes, 
the SED leadership does not dare to submit to free elections. 

German unification remains a dream for the citizens of both German 
states in spite of numerous attempts over the years to improve relations. 
The realities of the world-political climate do not seem to point to a united 
Germany in peace and freedom any time soon. 

On May 8, the citizens of the Federal Republic will celebrate with pride 
more than a generation of German democracy and look into the future 
full of hope for world peace. 


