East Germany and the Absence of Freedom by Charlotte Schawe 

For me, the worst thing about living in East Germany was that I could not leave the country. Our travel was restricted to visiting only East Bloc countries. I did not want to live in the West, but I did want to see these countries. We lived under such a tremendous burden because we thought freedom would never come to East Germany.

East Germany was a police state which controlled our daily lives. This was especially true in our schools and in our offices, where every third person would more than likely be an informant for the Stasi, the secret police. In my profession, out of a group of eight architects three or four could easily be police informants. Words cannot express the anger and sadness over knowing your best friend could be a police informant. One was always afraid and this fear extended to every aspect of a person's life. Only afterwards were we able to read reports about the Stasi and how they controlled people everywhere in East Germany, from the cities down to the village level.

The secret police would harass citizens and use information against them as blackmail or as an enticement to cooperate. I know, for instance, of one friend of mine who had a boyfriend in West Germany. It was not allowed for East Germans to contact people in West Germany, but everyone did. The police wanted to know something about this man, but my friend refused to answer. The secret police knew that she was raising two children on her own, so they told her: "If you help us we can give you money." She did not cooperate with them and nothing happened. She was lucky. So many East Germans lost their jobs, careers, or everything for refusing to collaborate with the Stasi.

The time was right for demonstrations, which grew from small movements to unite whole communities and cities. Even the police could not stop this "people power." I was so surprised. The demonstrations in East Germany in the '50s, '60s and '70s were crushed; but the government lacked the will to crush this recent movement, and the Soviets would not have supported such an action anyway. 

The basic reason people demonstrated is that they refused to live under this police state any longer. Living under such a state meant that one could never think about what one felt, or do what one wanted. The state took away everything from the people. They controlled our lives and they tried to control our minds. It was too much. One did not have a private life. What was missing in our lives was much more than an absence of freedom, it was a lack of a personal identity.

In the demonstrations of 1989, the people had the courage to stand up and protest. The demonstrations were non-violent; people lit candles and sang songs. Demonstrations occurred in many East German cities and villages, not in just a few major cities as portrayed in the Western media. It was too late for the security forces to control the demonstrations. In the beginning, people demonstrated to have their simplest demands met; even the Communists demonstrated. However, toward the end, people started to push for German unification. Originally, the leaders of the New Forum wanted a separate socialist state. Unification was a better course of action because East Germany could not exist by itself any longer.

In East Germany I felt I did not have any freedom. Of course one could find little bits of freedom and put them together, but for me this could never be freedom - just pretending to be free. I tried to do this but it did not make me happy. I did not know real freedom until I traveled to America. The Communists tried to use propaganda to convince us that capitalism was materialistic and bad; but it was a big lie. We saw the West on television in East Germany, but we could not begin to comprehend what life there was really like.

In America I experienced a freedom where nobody scrutinizes your every action, every word. There is the opportunity to find your own way in life - and to think freely about what you would like to do. In East Germany decisions that determined one's life were made by one's parents and by the state. Here in America, life is more free and flexible; people can easily change their minds about what they want to do. One can learn more things this way. I sometimes think Americans really do not know what freedom is since they have always had it and have never had to think about how to get it. Some Americans do not appreciate this tremendous amount of freedom; they take it for granted. Most people do not know what freedom means until it's missing. I used my freedom to see America because I wanted to become a better architect and learn so many things I was never able to in East Germany.

Now the time is right in Germany to heal the wounds that for so many years divided the nation. The forces of the Cold War are slowly being removed from Germany. It is no longer the focal point of crisis and tension. The spirit of Germany is coming together because both sides had lived under the shadow of war. A new society will need time to emerge, perhaps ten years or more; but both sides have to build a new nation together. This is the challenge of the new Germany.

Flying

Across the clouds must be endless, the freedom... 

There is nothing more to stop you, to hurt you! 

It is boring to say that one would like to be a bird –

I would like to be a cloud, when I die. 
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