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Abstract

The role of social background as a criterion for professional and career advancement in the “workers’
and farmers’ state” of the GDR is subject to caricature in the following excerpt, which also examines the
positive and potentially “dangerous” aspects of a well-educated populace for the government.

Source

Family Tree

Belonging to the ruling class cannot be converted into values or privileges. Laborers and farmers are part
of the workforce like almost all citizens. Assignment to a class or social stratum is asked in
questionnaires; it is still essential for statistical purposes. But this was not always the case. In the 1950s,
when bourgeois educational privilege was abolished, children of workers and farmers had preference in
admission to secondary schools and universities. In 1949, the ABF (Workers’ and Peasants’ Faculty) was
founded to make it possible to attain the Abitur through special courses. In 1950, thirty percent of all
college students were the children of workers and farmers, and by 1966 their share had risen to 55
percent. A new intelligentsia thus emerged. The former ABF graduates today have leading positions in
politics, industry, and culture. [But] they are fighting so their children will not be classed as belonging to
the “intelligentsia,” so they won’t carry the mark of Cain of that background.

After the “socialist community of man,” the “kingdom of humanity” was proclaimed in the 1960s,
whereupon every citizen had to develop his socialist personality and the classes and strata were
supposed to embrace each other as brothers, the 8th Party Congress of the SED in 1971 raised the class
question anew. It was about the proletariat, about communism, and about how the working class has to
be deliberately fostered through social policy and cultural measures. The old slogan from Wismut[1]
days, “I am a miner; who is more?” reemerged. As a professional group, construction workers got a
propagandistic boost because housing construction had been declared an economic priority. Although
no one estimated how it might pay off, it became important, once again, to belong to the working
class—best of all to one of the trades of the construction industry. Heated discussion started in union
meetings and also in the public arena. It aimed solely at everyone proving personally that he or she had
the proper pedigree. The former ABF graduates led the way; they asked whether only every second
generation of a family should belong to the “ruling class,” and they prompted their children to leave
school after ten years. In cultural and intellectual circles, it became fashionable to boast: “Our son is
becoming a laborer.”

The waves of the debate—who, in fact, belonged to the “ruling class”—did not subside. They reached all
the way up to the highest echelons. The only ones who showed absolutely no interest in this matter were
the workers and farmers, and the independent craftsmen. Unrest severely rattled the superstructure,
leading to so-called “useless discussion.” This distracted [people] from the postulated main task:
“Raising the material and cultural standard of living of the workers,” which was to be monitored in
practice and through agitation. After almost a year, the main task was formulated as a gentlemen’s
agreement: We are all workers and do not lack the glory that we should have before the party. Now
everyone who receives a wage or salary is a laborer and may count himself among the working class.
Artists are an exception, but if they attach importance to it, they are, of course, also working people. As a
result, at the end of 1980, a local politician could justifiably announce on GDR television that only
working-class families were moving into the apartments of a new building block in Berlin. One oddity has



 

remained from the ancestry debate. The candidates for every election, and people honored with medals
and decorations, are always introduced with two occupations. Erich Honecker for example: roofer,
chairman of the Council of State of the GDR. But the happy coincidence that the first man of the state
once belonged to the construction workers’ guild will not tempt any construction worker to entertain
utopian wishes.

Education

Knowledge counts in the GDR. Knowledge does not mean power; but knowledge and skills are still
attributes. The experience of two world wars still has an effect: “What you have in your head cannot be
expropriated.” The tradition of the German workers’ movement since Bebel is ever-present: Education
programs have constantly been on the agenda, ever since the 1864 Leipzig Club Day for the “Association
of German Workers’ Clubs.” Lenin’s slogan, “Learn, learn, and learn some more,” has been elevated to a
popular aphorism. The maxims of the middle classes from the founding years of Germany’s industrial
society have remained alive: Learn in order to be better off, to climb socially. Getting qualifications and
continuing education are a part of everyday life in the GDR. People go to night school either to finish up
tenth grade or to get their Abitur; or they attend evening or special study programs to obtain a
tradesman’s certificate of proficiency or a vocational school degree; and through distance learning
programs they can graduate from college. Anyone who drops out of the “unified socialist education
system” can find many options to drop back in. There are also partial courses of study, special courses,
adult education courses. They are primarily designed to better prepare the worker for the job he already
holds. Major companies have their own on-site academies. In 1977, 1,455,300 employees of the socialist
economy undertook some form of continuing education, 573,200 of whom were women. Every company
is legally required through the company collective contract (annual agreement between management
and unions) to implement a plan to promote women, another to promote young people, and yet another
for further qualifications. Filling the plans “with life,” as it is called in the language of the functionaries, is
difficult because it is understandable that fewer women than men are willing and able to burden
themselves with additional learning. Legal prerequisites, practical options, and social benefits
(additional vacation, financial assistance) are exemplary. They are more favorable for women than for
men, and more attractive for mothers with children than for girls. Thus, it is not uncommon to meet
people with two completed vocational training courses, with state certification for several skills, with
dual university or college degrees.

Although specialized training has priority, general education is not neglected entirely. For example,
anyone who completes a master craftsman’s certificate has to have read at least five belletristic books
and be able to say something about them, two of them from our “cultural heritage,” and three modern
ones. The required titles change from time to time.

Knowledge and skills are also bartering objects; that is quite obvious in the technical field. Anyone who
can build or repair something has a “commodity” to offer. The same is true for consultancies of all kinds.
Normally, income increases with educational level. But social climbing does not always mean financial
advancement. A typesetter earns more than someone who is qualified to train typesetters; a
construction worker may be paid more than a civil engineer; a university graduate earns less than a
window cleaner across the board. These discrepancies in the wage structure along with a general
disenchantment with the state keep some young people from striving for further education. Experience
shows, however, that this lassitude does not persist for years. Soon after getting married, furnishing an
apartment, and welcoming their first child, one of the partners decides to go back to school. If the
husband is a qualified engineer, the wife wants at least to complete her master craftswoman’s
certificate. A familiar sentence among young women is: “Now it’s my turn.” The level of education is the
hallmark of a family. The woman’s profession always counts and is usually more deliberately appraised
because it allows conclusions to be drawn about lifestyles. When introductions are made at social
gatherings, the occupations of both are always named, usually along with the place of work and the type



 

of work they do: Frau Meier, team leader at the telecommunications plant; Herr Meier, parts
manufacturer in the construction combine. Occupations are a starting point for conversation; further or
continuing education is—after bartering—the most popular topic of conversation.

The state-sponsored push for education harbors dangers for the state. Those who know what’s going on
might use their knowledge “for the good of society” but will also judge social processes more critically.
Greater knowledge leads to expectations and to more informed and complicated debates. The bitterness
that knowledgeable people often experience when decisions are not made according to specialized
criteria is increasing. Criticism and unrest grow in proportion to knowledge. There’s no telling what will
come of that. But no one doubts the value of knowledge and skills; they are everyone’s well-invested
capital.

NOTES

[1] This refers to the Soviet-German Wismut Corporation in Saxony, which mined uranium ore for
the Soviet Union—trans.
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