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SUPERVISOR: Pascale Bos 

  

 In the years immediately following the 1990 reunification of Germany, an 

increase in anti-foreigner violence threatened the stability of reunification efforts and 

exacerbated tensions between the East and the West.  This paper is concerned with 

analyzing the underlying causes of the increase in anti-foreigner violence in Germany in 

the 1990s by evaluating first the period of reunification and the corresponding rise in 

support for extreme right groups in the former-East Germany.  In addition, the history of 

violence and anti-foreigner sentiment in both East and West Germany are analyzed in 

conjunction with tensions caused by reunification to ascertain the origins of the post-

reunification rise in xenophobic violence.  Through this analysis, I show that violence in 

Germany in the early-1990s cannot be connected to the National Socialist past but rather, 

that both increases in anti-foreigner sentiment and corresponding violence result from a 

history in East and West Germany of ethnocentrism and social-exclusion policies 

directed at foreigners.  Finally, this paper focuses on evaluating whether the post-

reunification rise of violence in Germany is a unique event or whether it can be better 

understood as a wider European phenomenon. 
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Section 1: Introduction 

 

In the town of Solingen in North-Rhine Westphalia, a small memorial stone sits 

on the remains of a burned-out house, the presence of which gives testament to the events 

of the night of May 28, 1993.1  On that night, Solingen joined the ranks of its fellow 

German cities of Hoyerswerda, Rostock and Mölln in becoming the latest site of 

xenophobic violence in a rash of violent incidents following German reunification in 

1990.2   

The May 28
th

 arson attack ultimately claimed the lives of five Turkish women and 

children, remembered only through a small inscription on the memorial stone: “An dieser 

Stelle starben als Opfer eines rassistischen Brandanschlags Güner Ince, Hatice Henk, 

Gülüstan Öztürk, Hülya Genç und Saime Genç.”3  Reactions of the residents of Solingen, 

to whom this attack should not have come as a shock because of a previous assault by 

two drunken Germans against three Tamils in the May 1992, focused principally on the 

alleged perpetrators, who ranged in age from 16-23 and showed signs of being socially 

maladjusted and on the shocking brutality of the crime itself.4   

                                                 
1 Andreas Rehnolt, “Familie Genç lebt heute ohne einen Gedanken an Rache,” Der Spiegel, May 27, 2008, 

http://www.wz-newsline.de/?redid=244086. 

 
2 Christian Stass,  “Chronik der Ereignisse,”  Die Zeit, Sep. 28, 2007.  

http://www.zeit.de/2006/10/III_Zeitleiste_1983-1998?page=all&print=true 

. 
3 Andreas Rehnolt, “Familie Genç lebt heute ohne einen Gedanken an Rache.” 

 
4 The perpetrators are described as follows: “Christian R.: age 16, fatherless, a special-needs student, 

occasional foster child, his first arson attack at the age of 9, known for his xenophobia.  There is Christian 

B.: age 20, son from a middle-class home, almost a paratrooper, held back because of mental unsuitability.  

There is Markus G.: 23, unemployed insurance agent, drinker, member of the heavy metal band Determent 

and the right-wing radical German National Union.  And there is Felix K.: age 16, a doctor‟s son…a fan of 

karate, baseball, and the right-wing radical band Störkraft”  
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Coupled with this focus on the alleged perpetrators was a national sense of shock, 

denial and fear of repercussions from the Turkish community, which did materialize 

within a day of the arson, culminating in fights with police and widespread vandalism in 

Solingen.  The overwhelming burden involved in defining the Solingen incident revolves 

around how to analyze the attack; the placement of blame and assignment of motivation 

to the perpetrators is not always straightforward: 

No, these are not “lunatics”-as Foreign Minister Kinkel consolingly declared.  

This is also not “antisocial violence,” as citizen Kohl alleges. They are not 

“loners,” as some of the press is quick to believe.  Nor is it “the racist beast,” as 

Ralph Giordano maintains.  And they are not always “Nazis,” as the tageszeitung 

[sic] chants (“Nazis out!”).  They are our own children.5 

The above statement reveals the diverging viewpoints that conspire to make the 

classification of perpetrators of incidents like the one in Solingen problematic; if the 

motivations of the perpetrators are unclear, then how should violence against foreigners 

be evaluated in a national context? 

 The arson attack in Solingen represents only one incident among many that 

occurred in the years immediately following German reunification in 1990, and defining 

the exact motivations behind the attacks remains murky.  Owing to the rise of support for 

                                                                                                                                                 
Alice Schwarzer.  “Hate in Solingen,” in Germany in Transit: Nation and Migration,  

1955-2005, ed. by Deniz Göktürk, David Gramling and Anton Kaes, translated by Tes Howell (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2007), 129-131.   

 
5 Ibid. 



 3 

extreme right parties and the increase in anti-foreigner violence in the early-1990s, 

international attention focused on Germany.   

This thesis focuses on the rise of anti-foreigner violence in Germany that took 

place in the former East in the years immediately following reunification in 1990.  

Specifically, I am concerned with what factors and theories in the post-World War II era 

in East and West Germany that can be seen as contributing to this surge of violence in the 

early-1990s when similar violent incidents had not been prevalent on a large scale earlier.  

The last concern in this paper is whether the post-reunification situation in Germany can 

be considered a unique German phenomenon, or whether it is better understood as a part 

of a larger Western European phenomenon.    

 This paper evaluates the history of anti-foreigner violence in Germany in order to 

provide a framework for the violence of the early-1990s, particularly focusing on social, 

political and economic variables that contributed to the rise of this violence.  Next, I 

evaluate the relevancy of theories of violence to the German situation post-reunification, 

focusing first on the relevance of extreme right political parties in Germany and then on 

the National Socialist past.  As part of the discussion of National Socialism, I also include 

an analysis of the two different programs of Entnazifizierung in East and West Germany 

to evaluate whether an incomplete “dealing with the past” contributed to the violence 

post-reunification.  Following, I analyze the three most relevant theories relating to the 

post-1990 violence in East and West Germany: restrictive nature of citizenship laws as 

the core of later problems with the Gastarbeiter and Vertragsarbeiter programs and 
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asylum seekers in the 1980s.  Finally, I analyze whether or not the phenomenon of 

German violence can be considered unique in a pan-European perspective. 
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Section 2: Violence in Germany 

Section 2.1: General Context 

 The wave of anti-foreigner violence in the early-1990s does not constitute the first 

such wave in German history post-World War II; rather, according to Frederick Weil, 

an associate professor of sociology at Louisiana State University concentrating on 

anti-Semitism and political culture, it constitutes the “third wave of right-wing 

extremism since World War II,” the first two of which took place in the early 1950s 

and the late-1960s to the early-1970s, respectively.6  These waves can only be 

considered in a West German context, principally because the data for any type of 

violence pre-1990 in East Germany is incomplete; in addition, the first two waves 

share similarities that the third wave did not: anti-foreigner violence.  In the late-

1940s to the early-1950s, the rise in extreme right sentiment stemmed from a “phase 

of suppression during the first years after World War II,” namely a response to the 

taboo surrounding expressions of extreme right sympathy in West Germany.7  

Beginning in the early-1960s with the Eichmann Trial of 1961 and the Frankfurt 

Auschwitz Trials of the early-1960s, a general recognition in West Germany of the 

reality of its Nazi past took place and the beginnings of dealing with the past began.  

Coupled with the renewed focus on National Socialism in the national context was 

                                                 
6 Frederick D. Weil, “Ethnic Intolerance, Extremism, and Democratic Attitudes in Germany since 

Unification,” in Antisemitism and Xenophobia in Germany after Unification, ed. by Hermann Kurthen, 

Werner Bergmann and Rainer Erb (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 111. 

 
7 Hermann Kurthen, “Antisemitism and Xenophobia in United Germany: How the Burden of the Past 

Affects the Present,” in Antisemitism and Xenophobia in Germany after Unification, ed. by Hermann 

Kurthen, Werner Bergmann, and Rainer Erb (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 40. 
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the second wave of rise in support for extreme right groups.8  The focus of this 

section, however, remains on the post-reunification wave, which saw its beginnings in 

the early 1980s but did not reach overwhelming heights until the early-1990s.  In 

order to accurately describe the situation of anti-foreigner violence in Germany in the 

early-1990s, this section analyzes the context of the violence as an East German 

phenomenon and discusses the differences in East and West Germany vis-à-vis 

reunification.   

Section 2.2: An East German Phenomenon? 

 The beginnings of the post-reunification wave of anti-foreigner sentiment and 

violent attacks originated in the early-1980s, mainly in East Germany, but data 

regarding the exact number of violent attacks against foreigners in East Germany in 

the early-1980s remains incomplete, largely due to either misreporting or non-

reporting of attacks, consistent with the state‟s view that such things did not happen 

in the “anti-fascist” East.9   Patrick Ireland, professor at the University of Denver, 

places the yearly average of attacks in the East at 250 for the years 1987-1990, but 

this number only includes officially reported attacks.10   In the interest of presenting a 

statistically-supportable view of the violent incidents in East Germany, the 

                                                 
8 Ibid, 40-41. 

 
9 J.H. Brinks, Children of a New Fatherland: Germany’s Post-War Right-Wing Politics, trans. Paul 

Vincent (New York: I.B Tauris Publishers, 2000), 26. 

 
10 Patrick R. Ireland, “Socialism, Unification Policy and the Rise of Racism in Eastern Germany,” 

International Migration Review 31, no. 3 (1997): 559, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2547285 (accessed 

March 15, 2010). 
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misreporting of hostile anti-foreigner activities remains a common theme; therefore, 

while Ireland‟s estimate does provide a base number, it stands to reason that the 

number of violent incidents was higher than 250 from 1987-1990.  Because the 

majority of anti-foreigner attacks took place in East Germany, this section focuses on 

what appears to be a mainly East German phenomenon post-reunification.  

 Frederick Weil claims that, “for the first two years after Berlin Wall fell in the 

autumn of 1989, reunification seemed to progress with unexpected ease […] then, in 

late 1991, things began to go badly.”11   Statistically, Weil‟s statement holds true, in 

the period that immediately post-reunification no reports of anti-foreigner violence 

surfaced.  But as seen through much-publicized anti-foreigner attacks in Hoyerswerda 

and Rostock in 1991 and 1992 respectively, within a short time after reunification, 

violence took an alarming upturn, with attacks occurring mainly in the former-East 

Germany.  Unequivocally, the year in which the highest number of violent attacks 

took place was 1992, with 2,639 incidents; in East Germany alone, the reported 

number of attacks in 1991 reached 2,427, “including aggravated assaults and 336 

cases of arson and firebombing.”12   Ireland‟s data becomes problematic in the 

reporting of violent incidents that took place in the East between 1991and1992, 

6,336, in that his proposed number of attacks far exceeds those of Brinks and Ekkart 

Zimmermann, who report the number at a considerably smaller 2,639.  In explanation 

of the discrepancies, it is plausible that Ireland included all attacks against foreigners, 

                                                 
11 Weil, “Ethnic Intolerance, Extremism, and Democratic Attitudes in Germany since Unification,” 111. 

 
12 Ireland, “Socialism, Unification Policy and the Rise of Racism in Eastern Germany,” 559. 
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both violent and nonviolent, while Brinks and Zimmermann clearly state that their 

data represents only violent attacks taking place in Germany.13  Nearly all major cities 

in the former-East Germany experienced anti-foreigner violence, including 

Magdeburg, Berlin, Leipzig and Chemnitz, but attacks were not limited to the 

vicinities of large cities; in smaller towns, as seen in the cases of Rostock and 

Hoyerswerda, violent incidents against foreigners were also prevalent.  When 

discussing the post-1990 violence in East Germany, an analysis of the reunification 

period is necessary to denote why this particular event served as an impetus to 

violence for citizens of East Germany. 

Section 2.3:  Reunification as Push towards Violence? 

 The official reunification of Germany in 1990 technically rejoined East and West 

Germany.  But in fact, throughout the early-1990s, considering East and West 

Germany as two separate entities is closer to the truth of the situation post-

reunification.  This section focuses on the possible reasons behind the large number 

of violent incidents against foreigners in the former-East Germany post-reunification.    

In order to analyze the validity of the period of reunification as the impetus for a rise 

in anti-foreigner violence, I look at the social and economic factors in East Germany 

post-reunification as possible contributing factors to violence.  In closing, I evaluate 

opinion polls conducted post-reunification related to feelings towards foreigners. 

                                                 
13 Ekkart, Zimmermann, “Right Wing Extremism and Xenophobia in Germany: Escalation, Exaggeration, 

or What?,” in Right Wing Extremism in the Twenty-First Century, ed. by Peter H. Merkl and Leonard 

Weinberg, (Portland, Oregon: Frank Cass Publishers, 2003), 222. 
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 The expressions of identity in Germany post-reunification remained problematic; 

because of the different cultural, political and economic backgrounds of East 

Germans and West Germans, the adoption of the general identity of “German” was 

not readily accepted by citizens of the East: 

Research data compiled by the Konrad-Adenauer-Foundation in the early to mid-

1990s reveal that westerners and easterners profess an all-German identity in 

roughly equal measure (57 per cent to 53 per cent in 1993 and 66 per cent to 57 

per cent in 1995) […] the sense of an eastern regional identity is far more 

pronounced than a Westidentität (65 per cent to 40 per cent in 1993 and 71 per 

cent to 46 per cent two years later).14 

Analysis of this data reveals a clear divide between East and West Germans following 

reunification because even after three years living in a unified country, little more 

than half of both East and West Germans see themselves as “Germans,” and in the 

East and West, the sense of regional identity increases, showing that although 

politically reunited, citizens of Germany still felt themselves to be of separate 

national identities, which is why I analyze them as such.   

 Economically and socially, the result of reunification for East Germans was costly 

– “according to the weekly Der Spiegel, by mid-1992 between 40 and 50 per cent of 

                                                 
14 Mike Dennis, “Perceptions of GDR Society and its Transformation: East German Identity Ten Years 

After Unity,” in The New Germany in the East: Policy Agendas and Social Developments since 

Unification, ed. Chris Flockton, Eva Konlinsky and Rosalind Pritchard (Portland, OR: Frank Cass, 2000), 

92. 
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employees in the new Federal territories has no regular employment.”15  Resentment 

and tensions over the unemployment contributed to violence in East Germany, in that 

the majority of crimes committed against foreigners were perpetrated by males who 

were not highly-educated and who were often counted among the unemployed.16  In 

general terms, “the burdens of rebuilding the East have weighed heavily on 

westerners; easterners have been resentful of the continuing economic disparities.”17  

These resentments on the part of the residents of the eastern states have increased the 

proclivity towards violence in that area because, as will be seen in the next section, 

public opinion in a united Germany regarding foreigners is not discernibly different 

between the East and West, although the rates of violence seem to be solely 

concentrated in the East. 

 Public opinion towards foreigners in the East and West in the 1990s is not 

markedly different, which then shows that the impetus for the violent incidents in the 

East must originate from another source.  Immediately following reunification, 

various polls were taken to gauge the intensity of xenophobic sentiments in both East 

and West Germany.  In looking at polling data from reunified Germany, I analyze the 

importance of acknowledged xenophobic sentiments to violence in East Germany.   It 

is important to note, that because of the lack of complete data for East Germany in the 

years leading up to reunification, polling data pre-1989 is not presented.  The 

                                                 
15 Brinks, Children of a New Fatherland : Germany’s Post-War Right-Wing Politics, 14. 

 
16 Krell, Nicklas and Ostermann, “Immigration, Asylum, and Anti-Foreigner Violence in Germany,” 155. 

 
17 Weil, “Ethnic Intolerance, Extremism, and Democratic Attitudes in Germany since Unification,” 128. 
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following poll, as part of a larger report in the Eurobarometer, illustrates the 

sentiments of West and Germans towards foreigners. 

Table II.I:  Attitudes towards Foreigners, 1988-1993, in %18 

*Question:  “Generally speaking, how do you feel about the number of people of 

another nationality living in our country [1991-1992:…people in [our country] who 

are not nationals of the European Community countries]: are there too many, a lot but 

not too many, or not many?” 

 

“Too Many” 

Respondents 1988 1991 1992 1993 

West Germany 45% 58% 57% 60% 

East Germany __ 45 48 57 

 

As is seen by the answers to the poll, while the percentages of those in West Germany 

who feel the number of foreigners is too many does rise from 1988-1993, it is not 

markedly different from the percentages in East Germany; therefore, it is implied that 

xenophobia itself is not the overriding impetus for violence because then it would be 

expected for West Germany to experience comparable numbers to the East based on 

the expressed levels of xenophobia outlined above.  

 In the following poll, responses concerning xenophobia are evaluated from an 

economic perspective: 

 

                                                 
18 Ibid, 120. 
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Table II.II: Attitudes towards Foreigners regarding Employment, in % 19 

*Question:  “Somebody recently said to us, „When jobs are scarce, employers should 

give priority to German people over foreigners.‟  Would you agree or disagree?” 

 

                                                 West                                                   East 

Response 1991 1992 1991 1992 

Agree 61% 51% 78% 70% 

Disagree 26 31 12 17 

Undecided 13 18 10 13 

 

I chose this poll in order to demonstrate anti-foreigner sentiment that is based on 

economic factors rather than on the presence of foreigners themselves, as was shown 

in the previous table.  In comparison to the previous table, the percentages in both 

East and West Germany which correspond to greater anti-foreigner sentiment are 

higher, particularly in the East.  But in contrast to the previous, the poll answers on 

Table II.II portray discriminatory sentiment towards foreigners based solely on 

economic reasons.  The information on these two Eurobarometer polls implies that 

anti-foreigner sentiment is not that different between East and West Germany in the 

early-1990s; in addition, the higher percentage of anti-foreigner sentiment expressed 

corresponds to economic concerns rather than concerns about foreigners residing in 

Germany in general.  In closing, I would argue that this information discredits the 

assumption that higher rates of violence in East Germany denote higher rates of 

                                                 
19 Ibid, 121. 
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xenophobia.  Rather, the implication is other theories of violence must be more 

relevant in explaining the rise of anti-foreigner violence in Germany. 
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Section 3: General Explanations of the Violence as a German Phenomenon 

 This section briefly outlines general theories of violence posited as possible 

explanations for the rise in violence in Germany post-reunification.  First, I evaluate the 

plausibility of the theory that support for extreme right parties and general sympathy with 

those party platforms has led directly to the increase in anti-foreigner sentiments and 

corresponding violence.  Following that, I analyze the question of whether the National 

Socialist past as a result of failed policies of Entnazifizierung in East and West Germany 

can be considered an integral contributor to anti-foreigner violence post-reunification.   

Section 3.1: The Extreme Right in Germany 

 In terms of extreme right parties in Germany, a problem of definition exists; 

outside of officially-recognized political parties, a large number of underground extreme 

right groups exist. Contributing to the difficulty of description are the restrictions placed 

on extreme right groups in the early-1990s as a reaction against the rise in anti-foreigner 

violence.20   This section focuses specifically on formally-recognized political parties, 

their electoral success and answers the question why these parties cannot be considered 

as a concrete reason behind the rise in extreme violence in Germany post-1990.    

The mainstream political parties in Germany that can be considered to espouse an 

extreme right rhetoric are Die Republikaner, Nationaldemokratische Partei 

Deutschlands, and Deutsche Volksunion.  An evaluation of the exact definition of 

extreme right ideology proves problematic, as, “in recent years consensus has been 

                                                 
20 “The 1990s saw also an increasing vigilance of the German authorities with regard to extreme right 

groups and several were banned.” 

Uwe Backes and Cas Mudde, “Germany: Extremism without Successful Parties,” Parliamentary Affairs 53, 

(2000), 468. 
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emerging among scholars that the radical right movements of recent decades represent an 

essentially different phenomenon from the fascism of the interwar period.”21  When 

defining the modern extreme right, it is important to note that, “generally speaking, the 

term neo-nazism, and, to a lesser extent, neo-fascism are now used exclusively for parties 

and groups that explicitly want to restore the Third Reich or that quote historical National 

Socialism as their ideological influence.”22  In opposition to the neo-fascist parties, 

modern extreme right parties adhere more closely to platforms that follow both the 

typology of the “Old Right-Wing,” i.e. statist and militarist, pro-Western and anti-

Bolshevist, and the “New Right-Wing,” i.e. anti-capitalist and anti-government.23  For the 

purpose of this section, the focus is on the extreme right parties in Germany, which build 

on a core ideology of, “nationalism, xenophobia, welfare chauvinism and law and order 

[…] targeting in particular issues like German unification, „Vergangenheitsbewältigung,’ 

immigration and crime.”24 

Historically, only the NPD can trace its origins back several decades to its 

founding in the 1960s, whereas both the DVU and Die Republikaner can only trace their 

origins back to the 1980s.  The original party ideology of the NPD focused on preserving 

                                                 
21 Diethelm Prowe.  “The Fascist Phantom and the Anti-Immigrant Violence: The Power of (False) 

Equation,” in Fascism and Neofascism: Critical Writings on the Radical Right in Europe, ed. Angelica 

Fenner and Eric D. Weitz (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004), 125. 

 
22 Cas Mudde, “The War of Words Defining the Extreme Right Party Family,” West European Politics 19, 

no. 2 (April 1996): 230. 

 
23 Ibid, 237. 

 
24 Uwe Backes and Cas Mudde, “Germany: Extremisn without Successful Parties,” Parliamentary Affairs 

53, (2000), 459. 
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the legacy of Nazi cultural elites in addition to advocating a strong anti-communist stance 

and espousing theories of historical revisionism25.  Owing to a general turn away from 

specifically Nazi-related ideology in the decades following World War II contributed to a 

general lack of support for the NPD throughout the 1960s-1980s.26  Therefore, it is 

doubtful that the ideology espoused by the NPD contributed in a large part to later 

expressions of extreme right views.  It was only in the late-1980s and early-1990s that 

major ideological shifts occurred within the party platforms of rightist parties in 

Germany. 

Section 3.2: Impetus for Violence in the East: Extreme Right Parties or 

Tensions Post-Reunification? 

The evaluation of whether popular support for extreme right parties in the 1980s-

1990s did contribute in a notable way to anti-foreigner violence and whether it is related 

to tensions caused by reunification entails looking at two related occurrences: ideological 

shifts in the major rightist parties in the 1980s-1990s that ushered in a less radical 

political ideology, and contributed to the rise in popular support for extreme right parties, 

and the situation in East Germany post-reunification, as economically-weak and socially-

                                                 
25 Bernd Sommer, “Anti-Capitalism in the Name of Ethno-Nationalism: Ideological Shifts on the German 

Extreme Right,” Patterns of Prejudice 42, no. 3 (2008): 307.  

 
26 Post-World War II, “most right-wing extremists were interned or in hiding.  Mobilisation [sic] was 

further obstructed by the denazification policy, which included a provision requiring the approval of all 

parties by the Allied forces. […] With the end of Allied part licensing and the increasing polarisation [sic] 

of the East-West relations, some space was created for the extreme right.  However, overall, the 

environment remained largely hostile during the whole post-war period.  The few parties that did organise 

[sic] and contested elections hardly grew beyond regional significance.” 

Backes and Mudde, “Germany: Extremism without Successful Parties,” 457-458. 
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dislocated, which caused conditions that provided a breeding ground for the violence 

against foreigners.   

 The amelioration of previously extreme views in the 1980s and 1990s garnered 

extreme right political parties a wider network of support; within these years for example, 

the NPD abandoned its concentration on National Socialist issues and turned towards 

“more up-to-date concerns, such as unemployment, the economic problems of the welfare 

state and the so-called „social-question.‟”27   In response to these changes in ideology, 

electoral support for the now “not-so-extreme” right parties rose; in 1989 in West 

Germany, the Die Republikaner won 7.1% of the vote for European Parliament, whereas 

in previous years, Die Republikaner had garnered little success at the polls.28   The only 

other noteworthy successes took place in Baden-Württemberg in 1996, 9.1%, and 1992, 

10.9%, including success in Schleswig-Holstein in 1992, 6.3%.29   Although support for 

the extreme right in the East was greater than in the West, this support cannot be 

considered as the greatest impetus for anti-foreigner violence  in that region.  Rather, the 

social and economic tensions experienced post-reunification contributed to the rise in 

violent incidents.   

 As mentioned in Section 2.3, the reunification process in East Germany led to 

widespread economic and social problems, which led to the increase of resentment 

                                                 
27 Sommer, “Anti-Capitalism in the Name of Ethno-Nationalism: Ideological Shifts on the German 

Extreme Right,” 308. 

 
28 Weil, “Ethnic Intolerance, Extremism, and Democratic Attitudes in Germany since Unification,” 111. 

 

29 Zimmermann, “Right Wing Extremism and Xenophobia in Germany: Escalation, Exaggeration or 

What?” 228. 
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among the population in the East towards West Germany and also towards foreigners.  

Ireland alleges that, “high unemployment and uncertainty about job prospects during the 

transformation of a command economy into a market economy are seen as having 

produced disorientation and rootlessness among vulnerable people in the east.”30  It is this 

economic and social vulnerability which contributed to the rise of violence in the East in 

the early-1990s, as “their [East Germans‟] hostility to foreigners does not derive from any 

extreme right-wing ideology; it results rather from a diffuse feeling that „Germans‟ are 

suffering disadvantage vis-à-vis „foreigners,‟ particularly asylum-seekers […] worries 

about the future and competition for scarce goods such as jobs, housing, and welfare 

benefits play an important role.”31  This implication that anti-foreigner violence is not 

tied to extreme right support in the East but that it rather stems from a certain enmity 

against foreigners regarding perceived competition connects to the following section on 

relevant theories of violence, in which the analysis of underlying political, legal and 

historical factors as the background for the rise of violence in Germany post-

reunification, both East and West, is undertaken. 
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Section 4: Relevant Theories of German Violence 

 

 This section focuses on the theories that I find relevant in the analysis of the 

framework of German violence in the 1990s.  First, I analyze German citizenship laws, 

both East and West in the former Germanys, because these laws provide the core 

structure for problems occurring later with the Gastarbeiter programs and asylum 

seekers.  Second, I offer an analysis of the Gastarbeiter programs in East and West 

Germany, which contextualizes the relevance of the guest worker to both immigration 

debates and to anti-foreigner sentiments.  In conclusion, I look at asylum laws in the 

GDR and FRG in addition to reviewing the importance of asylum in the 1980s and 1990s 

in a German context. 

Section 4.1:  German Citizenship Laws Pre-1989 

 This section presents the citizenship laws of East and West Germany separately 

until the years following immediately following 1989, when the merging of the two 

German states dictated one citizenship policy.  Of central importance in the following 

analysis of citizenship policy is the evaluation of how the laws pertaining to foreigners in 

Germany exacerbated the problems of xenophobia because in their base forms, they 

constitute increased state control over the question of what it means to German and 

connected to that, who can belong in German society. 

 In the post-World War II years, large numbers of foreigners inhabited Germany in 

both East and West, including Eastern Europeans fleeing Soviet areas of control, ethnic 

Germans, die Vertriebene, forced out of their Eastern European homelands by native 
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populations by virtue of their ethnicity and a general backlash against anything connected 

with National Socialism; in addition, already within Germany in 1945 as victims of the 

Nazis were Fremdarbeiter, forced workers and surviving Jewish and political prisoners 

who occupied the many concentration camps strewn across the German landscape.  For 

the years immediately following World War II, the number of foreigners put a heavy 

burden on the German economy and a social system that had been nearly destroyed by 

the war.  Four years after the end of war, in 1949, and after large numbers of the 1945 

immigrants had left Germany, West Germany enacted its first citizenship law as an 

independent state.32  

 In May 1949, the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany restored 

citizenship to those who had lost it through the policies of the National Socialists from 

1933-1945, primarily Eastern Jews unless they fought for Germany in World War I and 

all persons guilty of serious crimes or who are deemed harmful to the National Socialist 

state.33   In its basic form, the Basic Law declared: 

                                                 
32 Joel S. Fetzer, Public Attitudes toward Immigration in the United States, France and Germany 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 70. 

 
33 Those excluded from citizenship included predominantly Eastern Jews, unless they had fought for 

Germany in World War I and all persons guilty of serious crimes or who were deemed harmful to the 

National Socialist state.. 

 “Law on the Revocation of  Naturalizations and Denial of German Citizenship,”  in Germany in Transit: 

Nation and Migration, 1955-2005, ed. Deniz  Göktürk, David Gramling and Anton Kaes, trans.Tes Howell 
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A German is whoever possesses German citizenship or was accepted as a refugee 

or displaced person of German origin or as said person‟s spouse or descendant in 

the territory of the German Reich as it stood on December 31, 1937.34  

More important than the return of citizenship to certain individuals, the Basic Law 

reaffirmed the policy of jus sanguinis, or citizenship based on blood, which had been the 

norm since the first German imperial citizenship laws.  Upon analysis, the Basic Law 

upholds the nineteenth century‟s idea of nation as, “ethnocultural homogenous based on a 

common language, history, ancestry, moral principles, social values and other 

commonalities.”35   In connection with the quote, the West German policy of jus 

sanguinis as underlined in the Basic Law, contributes to xenophobia because it sets 

prerequisites to citizenship that are based on ethnicity, which clearly defines the “other” 

as physiologically different.  Problems of restrictive citizenship laws were not relegated 

to West Germany; following the founding of separate German states, East Germany also 

faced the task of instituting laws regarding citizenship. 

 Prior to 1961,  and the erection of the Berlin Wall, East Germany did not have a 

notable foreigner population, as was the case in West Germany, as many of the 

immigrants residing there in the post-World War II years had fled West; in fact, “die 

DDR hatte seit ihrer Gründung am 7. Oktober 1949 eine rückläufige Einwohnerzahl […] 
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Lebten im Osten Deutschlands im Jahre 1950 etwa 18,3 Millionen Menschen, so 1961 

rund 17,1 Millionen.” 36  An analysis of laws in East Germany shows that they were 

primarily relate to questions of residency of foreigners, as in general, the GDR did not 

welcome naturalization attempts by those classified as foreigners.  This fact points to a 

certain amount of xenophobia; the unwillingness to extend citizenship to foreigners 

characterizes the GDR as opposed on a large-scale to integration. 

 The 1956 Verordnung über die Aufenthalt von Ausländern im Gebiet der 

Deutschen Demokratische Republik outline the basic definition of a foreigner as every 

person who does not possess German citizenship, which parallels the western definition 

of foreigner.37   The central point of this law is the right of revocation reserved by the 

East German government, namely that no foreigner has a legally-defined right to remain 

in the GDR, and as such may be deported without warning.  This stipulation implies that 

while foreigners may be allowed to reside in the GDR, the lack of guaranteed residence 

suggests unwillingness on the part of the East German government to further any type of 

integration efforts, i.e. foreigners are defined by their lack of belonging and alienable 

rights.  A government-initiated move towards openness in East German society did take 

place in the 1970s, but the stipulations regarding foreigner residence in the GDR 

tightened. 

                                                 
36 “The GDR had a regressive population since its founding on October 7, 1949 […] about 18.3 million 

people lived in the East of Germany in 1950, in 1961, about 17.1 million,” (Elsner 1994: my translation).  

Eva-Maria and Lothar Elsner, Zwischen Nationalismus und Internationalismus: Über Ausländer und 

Ausländerpolitik in der DDR 1949-1990  (Rostock: Norddeutscher Hochschulschriften Verlag, 1994), 10. 

 
37 Order about the Residence of Foreigners in the Region of the GDR, Ibid, 97-99. 
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 According to the 1979 Gesetz über die Gewährung des Aufenthaltes für 

Ausländer in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, the definition of foreigner was 

further restricted from the 1956 law, as it counted only those with GDR citizenship as 

non-foreigner, effectively excluding West Germans who had been included in 1956.38   In 

addition, in order to remain in residence in the GDR, foreign residents had to possess 

specific documentation, whereas in the 1956 law, all that was required for residency was 

adherence to the East German constitution and corresponding laws.  The increase in 

restrictions exemplifies a further move towards xenophobia on the part of the GDR; 

while permanent residence of foreigners was still allowed in the 1979 law, the shift 

towards more documentation meant that even that allowance was not extended to as 

many foreigners.  The 1979 law remained in effect until reunification in 1990.  The 

official joining of East and West Germany in 1990 coupled with the problems resulting 

from the Gastarbeiter programs and the asylum crisis, necessitated a new immigration 

policy.    

Section 4.2:  German Reunification and Citizenship Laws 

Until a new citizenship law could be passed however, the restrictive nature of 

citizenship laws in the FRG that carried over into the new German state extended the idea 

that, “the Federal Republic is ostensibly „not a country of immigration; it does not strive 

to increase the number of German citizens purposefully by way of naturalization,‟” a 

statement, which, upon analysis, implies that West Germany does not desire the presence 
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of foreigners because it does not favor widespread naturalization.39   Following on that 

theme, Heiner Geissler points out the problem with Germany in that, “the vast majority of 

foreigners in the Federal Republic were either born here or have lived here for over 10 

years.  And despite this fact we have the lowest naturalization quota of all comparable 

European countries,” which places emphasis on the disjunction between the presence of 

large numbers of foreigners and the correspondingly low rate of naturalization.40   This 

dichotomy between the number of foreigners residing in a reunified Germany and the low 

number becoming citizens placed increasing pressure on the government for law reform. 

In 1990, the government passed the Foreigner Law to allow for an easier path to 

citizenship, particularly for those who had obtained permission for permanent residence 

and who possibly had resided in Germany since the 1970s without seeking citizenship.  

In the context of a post-1990s xenophobia wave, the citizenship situation in 1990 

supported the analysis that restrictive citizenship practices had contributed to low 

numbers of naturalization, and non-naturalized persons remained clearly defined as the 

“other.”  The 1990 Foreigner Law eased the naturalization process by allowing long-term 

permanent residents, who had been in Germany for 15 years or more, to be naturalized as 

long as they relinquished their previous nationality, had not been convicted of a crime 

and were able to provide for themselves and their families without social welfare 
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assistance; in addition, spouses and underage children could be naturalized even when 

they had not resided in Germany for 15 years.41   This ease on restrictions made the path 

to citizenship easier for permanent residents, but the stipulation that applicants relinquish 

previous nationalities, except in certain cases seemed to suggest that other national 

identities would conflict with the German identity accepted through naturalization.  

Situated in the rise of violence post-1990, this law contributes to xenophobia because it 

stipulates one nationality, German, implying that other nationalities, i.e. non-naturalized 

foreigners, pose a threat to German national identity.  Debates over the single passport 

issue raged in the wake of the 1990 Foreigner Law. 

The 1990 law put prospective citizens in a quandary; to relinquish one citizenship 

would mean relinquishing their official and perhaps also cultural connection to that 

country, and in the cases of foreigners who had lived as permanent residents in Germany 

for a number of years without becoming citizens and integrating into German society, the 

possibility existed that their original nationality still had stronger ties for them than a 

German national identity.  An article from Die Zeit outlines the divergent theories around 

dual citizenship:   “citizens of two states are good citizens.  They can enrich both states‟ 

commonwealth and body of thought […] but national identity will - as has long been the 

case with regional identity - always be based on something other than citizenship.”42  

This citation implies that dual-citizens enrich rather than threaten national identity, and it 
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reinforces the argument that the basis of national identity reaches deeper than citizenship, 

i.e. it is possible for national identity to be based on socio-cultural factors rather than 

blood or citizenship.    

In an opposing article in Die Zeit, the problem of integration for dual-citizens is 

revealed:   “to see the means for integration in the political status of the citizen is to 

misjudge the difference between state and society,” in other words, citizenship does not 

provide integration if the foundations for a multicultural society do not already exist.43  

As a possible solution, “the political steps toward the elimination of an ethnically defined 

concept of citizenship could signify an important turning point: the rejection of a 

traditional German understanding of the nation as a „blood community.‟”44 

In the case of post-reunification Germany, it is difficult to know whether 

foreigners do not seek citizenship because they do not feel themselves to be a part of 

German society or if they do not feel themselves to be a part of German society because 

they are not citizens and remain defined as outsiders because of “blood.”  In a further 

analysis, the citation that,  “migrants who are willing to give up their ethnic ties in favor 

of social ones can be deterred from integration: they will be sufficiently armed with the 

semantics of an alleged „identity of the native country;”  this citation reveals one 

difficulty occurring when foreigners seek naturalization, namely that the process of 
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integration will stall on a superficial level, never moving beyond the acquisition of 

citizenship, which raises the danger of a rise of anti-foreigner sentiment because although 

naturalized, non-native Germans remain as outsiders.45   These citizenship laws provide 

the foundational structure through which, the issue of Gastarbeiter in East and West 

Germany can be understood. 

Section 4.3:  Issues with the Gastarbeiter Program 

This section expands on the previous section by analyzing the Gastarbeiter and 

Vertragsarbeiter programs in East and West Germany, respectively, and their 

problematic existence when taking into consideration the restrictive citizenship laws of 

the GDR and FRG.  First, I analyze the Gastarbeiter program in West Germany, looking 

specifically at the problems caused during the period beginning in the 1970s.  The second 

half of this section discusses the correlation between the Vertragsarbeiter program in the 

GDR and anti-foreigner sentiment. 

 In the early-1950s, West Germany signed its first guest-worker agreement with 

Italy; additional agreements with Spain, Greece, Portugal and Turkey followed soon 

after.  Initially greeted with enthusiasm by the West German government, guest workers 

soon became a point of conflict, as the government relaxed restrictions and allowed 

workers to remain in West Germany for longer than the originally-stipulated two year 

limit.  By 1970, “there [were] 1.95 million of [guest-workers] in the Federal Republic 

[…] 1 out of 10 workers in West Germany,” and because employment opportunities were 
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available to guest workers, their role as temporary laborers remained secure.46  But, the 

after the “so-called oil-price shock of 1973, the number of foreigners registered as 

unemployed reached a first peak before leveling off at around 100,000.”47  It is during 

this period that the guest worker program became problematic for West Germany.  

As a result of rising unemployment rates, the Federal Institute for Labor declared 

a freeze on the acceptance of additional foreign workers or their families into the FRG.  

Within the context of the citizenship laws then in effect in West Germany, the freeze of 

the guest worker program posed a specific problem: because the citizenship laws did not 

provide an easy naturalization process, the West German government was faced with the 

question of what to do with nearly 2 million non-citizens.  The institution of the work 

permit program frames the identity of guest workers in the FRG in a purely economic 

sense; once the economy suffered a downturn, foreign workers could no longer fulfill 

their purpose, instead they presented economic competition for West German citizens.  

The ultimate West German decision to allow guest workers to apply for two-year work 

permits rather than a move to reform the citizenship laws that would have made it easier 

for some of the guest workers in residence to become citizens foreshadows the later West 

German policy, in which workers could receive money in return for leaving Germany.    
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Faced with a lagging economy and unemployment, a large number of guest 

workers entertained the possibility of returning home, and in 1983, politicians “celebrated 

the law encouraging immigrant workers to return to their native countries [Das Gesetz 

zur Förderung der Rückkehrbereitschaft].”48   This law provided for monetary incentives, 

10,500 German Marks to unemployed or partially employed foreigners, to be given to 

those guest workers who agreed to return to their countries of origin49.  The success of 

the incentive program is difficult to determine because it is not clear how many guest 

workers agreed to take the payments versus those who remained in West Germany, and 

as the following article in Die Zeit alleges, it is difficult to even define “success” in 

relation to the incentive program: “the unspoken desire to use this foreigner policy to free 

up jobs for unemployed Germans was not fulfilled…and the positions of those who quit 

and went home on their own were difficult to fill”50.  This quote implies that the program 

of incentivized return for guest workers was intended to reduce job competition between 

West Germans and guest workers, both temporary residents and as non-Germans, 

occupied only a superficial position in the West German societal structure.  When 

coupling their lack of real position within West German society with citizenship laws in 

effect in the 1980s, the general undesirability of the permanent residence of guest 

workers on the part of West Germans becomes clear.  In contrast to the capitalist-
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motivated Gastarbeiter program in West Germany, the program in the GDR officially 

developed within a socialist framework. 

 The Vertragsarbeiter program in the GDR developed over ten years after the 

signing of the first West German guest worker agreement with Italy, largely as a result of 

the GDR‟s erection of the Berlin Wall coupled with a lack of laborers due to large 

numbers of people emigrating out of the GDR pre-1961.  “Since the 1950s, after political 

partition of Germany, a total of about 3.8 million East Germans fled across the „green 

border‟ from communism […] while 500,000 pro-Communists moved into East 

Germany.”51  In order to solve the labor dilemma, East Germany first turned to its 

immediate neighbors, signing an agreement with Poland in 1966 (Pendlervereinbarung), 

later followed by agreements with Hungary and Romania.  The Vertragsarbeiter program 

in the East outlasted the Gastarbeiter program in the West; in 1974, East Germany began 

to sign guest-worker contracts with socialist countries of the third-world: Algeria in 1974, 

followed by North Vietnam and Mozambique in 1980.  In the GDR, the “overall number 

of Vertragsarbeiter remained below 100,000, but would have been higher had the GDR 

survived”52.  When the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, the GDR had just recruited “60,000 

Vietnamese workers…and [had] contracts signed for the recruitment of a further 90,000 
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workers from Mozambique.”53  The relevance of later violence in East Germany can be 

explained by analyzing the political rhetoric concerning the contract worker program in 

the GDR contrasted with the actual experiences of contract workers in East Germany and 

by analyzing the specific issues surrounding the end of the Vertragsarbeiter program 

immediately prior to reunification.   

 The recruitment of contract workers served largely propagandistic purposes for 

the East German governments; at a basic level, contract workers in the GDR represented 

an extension of socialist solidarity, upon which, the state was founded.  This claim of 

universal solidarity among workers provided the ideological background for the contract 

worker program.  Through political rhetoric, the GDR attempted to present the contract 

worker program as a socialist exercise in solidarity, where workers from third world 

countries could come to the GDR and work or attend school before returning to their 

countries of origin, culturally enriched.  But this was seldom the case; “the GDR‟s 

workers are very competent and are constantly improving their qualifications; thus, few 

are willing to perform unskilled labor”; this quote implies that contract workers, although 

promised jobs corresponding to ability level, were discriminated against, as East German 

citizens received the preferred jobs.54   In fact, most contract workers were placed in jobs 

within the service industry, taking jobs East German citizens did not want.  Upon further 
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analysis, additional inconsistencies between official GDR political rhetoric and the actual 

treatment of contract workers are revealed.     

The 1976 Protokoll No. 041/77 relates to the problems faced by non-citizens in 

the GDR.  According to the protocol, “permanent residency may be withheld from 

persons who: are clearly seen as asocial elements, and integration into societal relations is 

not to be expected.”55  The idea that integration was even a desired outcome of non-

citizens residence stands in contrast to other laws governing the residency of foreigners in 

East Germany; the right of revocation of residency rights without provocation suggests 

that residents were seen only as a temporary feature in East Germany, not as possible 

future citizens.  In general, “the state pursued an agenda of exclusion by closing the 

borders and criminalizing contacts between Germans and non-Germans;” in addition, 

“„the cultural other‟ was like an item in a museum, something at which to wonder…the 

„other‟ did not become part of one‟s own culture.”56   

The exclusion of foreigners from East German society point to xenophobic 

underpinnings, implied by the state-sponsored support for segregation of citizens and 

foreigners.  Officially, the East German government supported that fraternization 

between Germans and non-Germans, especially outside work was the norm facing guest-

workers, but in reality, “they might drink their beer together, but at home there is still a 
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German and a Polish entrance.”57  This unofficial discrimination against foreigners 

suggests that they implicated a threat to the order of East German society.  In the 

workplace, contract workers were barely tolerated in the employment functions to which 

they had been allocated; were accommodated in warden-controlled hostels.”58  One far-

reaching implication of the lack of widespread contact between East German citizens and 

foreigners is that citizens never became accustomed to the presence of foreigners within 

their society, and in addition, the underlying suggestion that foreigners were a threat to 

society provided impetus for later anti-foreigner sentiments in the former East Germany.  

Once it was clear that the GDR would end and reunification between East and West 

Germany was a certainty, the existence of the contract worker program and the residency 

of contract workers in East Germany were in jeopardy.  

In order to facilitate the reunification process, East Germany dismissed or 

threatened with dismissal at least 60% of GDR guest workers from the beginning of 1990 

to March of that same year.  Within the year, “just 28,000 contract workers remained.”59  

Many contract workers in East Germany faced the same situation as those in West 

Germany in the 1970s, namely that they were trapped by reunification; with the loss of 

their jobs and living arrangements, they could no longer afford to stay in Germany, but 

because of the early end to their work contracts, they also could not afford to return 

home.  In response, the East German government decreed their version of the West 
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German program of incentivized return: Bleiberecht.  The program provided partial pay 

and return ticket home for guest-workers willing to leave; for those unwilling to leave, 

they were allowed to remain and fulfill their original contracts.  But none of the contract 

workers could apply for asylum, nor could they apply for permanent residency until 

2001.60   In theory, this program was successful, as many contract workers returned to 

their country of origins, but many more remained in Germany, without having permanent 

residency, which left them economically disadvantaged and engaged in criminal 

activity.61  Those contract workers who remained in Germany became targets for anti-

foreigner attacks by former East Germans, who saw them as a threat to society, as the 

foreigners were easily identifiable and lived within clearly-defined areas.  The end of 

both the Gastarbeiter and the Vertragsarbeiter programs prior to reunification 

represented the end of the concept of foreigners as temporary residents.  The following 

waves of foreigners contributed additional tension to the debate over the place of 

foreigners in society.  The final section in this discussion of citizenship laws and 

problems associated therewith focuses on issues of asylum in Germany.   

Section 4.4:  The Unique Case of German Asylum 

 

 The issue of asylum in East and West Germany, which carried over into the 

1980s, ties into the discussion of theories of violence, in that the large influx of foreigners 

prior to reunification contributed to a widespread public backlash against foreigners in 
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Germany.  This section analyzes asylum laws and public reactions to them in West and 

later reunified Germany in an attempt to analyze the problematic nature of asylum in the 

1980s and 1990s.  Following, I discuss asylum laws in East Germany and their 

contribution or lack thereof to a multiethnic society.   In conclusion, I focus on the 

specific case of asylum seekers in former-East Germany post-reunification to illustrate 

the part asylum seekers played in the rise of anti-foreigner violence post-1990. 

In the 1980s, a large number of asylum-seekers arrived in West Germany, drawn 

in large part by the liberal asylum policy of the FRG. 62  Attached to Basic Law passed in 

1949, Article 16 defined the asylum policy of West Germany; as it stood until July 1, 

1993, stated that “German citizenship may not be revoked.  The loss of citizenship may 

only occur by mandate of a law and against the will of an individual if the individual will 

not consequently become stateless. [Also] Politically persecuted persons enjoy the right 

to asylum.”63   Because of the lack of strict regulation on behalf of Germany on the 

definition of political persecution, Article 16 enabled open-door policy vis-à-vis asylum 

seekers.  The wording of Article 16 further restricted the West German government from 

declaring a limit to the number of acceptable asylum seekers, which is the reason behind 

such large numbers arriving throughout the 1980s.  The widespread public backlash 

against this policy on the part of Western Germans began almost immediately in response 

to the large-scale arrival of foreigners. 
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 West Germans began to fear the tide of asylum seekers, suspecting that, “a large 

percentage of asylum seekers are coming to our country not because of „political 

persecution‟ but for economic reasons and because the drawn-out legal process allows 

them to receive social-welfare assistance for many years, thanks to German taxpayers”64.  

This citation outlines the perceived threat from asylum seekers, namely that they would 

put an economic burden on an already floundering West Germany by using up social 

welfare resources, which implies a sense of economically-motivated xenophobia.  In 

addition to economic threats, the presence of a large number of foreigners put in danger 

the purity of the German national identity, which restrictive citizenship laws had, until 

asylum problem, protected.  Two West German newspapers, National-Zeitung and 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, summarize the perceived problem of Überfüllung, in 

that these newspapers “have been keeping watch over the increasing threat of an „asylum-

seeker state-of-emergency‟ and demanding „tough crack-down measures…to preserve the 

German character of Germany.‟” 65  

A hundred thousand asylum seekers per year - 20 percent of whom are officially 

recognized and a further 30 percent of whom stay in the country despite being 

turned down - does not throw us off kilter, economically or socially speaking.  

Neither does a population with 7.2 percent foreigners throw us off balance in 
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terms of blood.  Some 4.5 million out of 61 million: is that really too much to 

contend with? 66 

These arguments echo arguments made about the dual-citizenship debate; the 

question at hand during the 1980s is the question of how to deal with foreigners rather 

than how to defend against their arrival.              

In the GDR, an asylum clause also existed in various laws regarding foreigners: 

“seit 1949, dem Jahr der Gründung der DDR, erhielten im Ausland politischen Verfolgte 

entsprechend der Verfassung der DDR Asyl.”67  However, in contrast to the law in West 

Germany, the regulations for asylum in East Germany were strictly subject to the 

executive decisions of the party leaders, meaning that no general right to asylum existed 

as it did in the FRG.  According to official policy:  

Es kann aber nicht bestritten werden, dass aus politischen Gründen im Ausland 

Verfolgte, z.B. vor Militärdiktaturen und faschistischem Terror Geflohene, in der 

DDR gastfreundlich aufgenommen und seitens vieler DDR-Bürger 

kameradschaftlich und solidarisch unterstüzt wurden.68 

While officially, the acceptance of asylum seekers in East Germany was a relatively open 

policy, for the most part, once arriving in the GDR, asylum seekers remained apart from 
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East German society; party leadership dictated where asylum seekers could be employed 

as well as where they could live.  The laws providing the right of the East German 

government to revoke residency allowances for foreigners, including asylum seekers, 

implies that the presence of asylum seekers in East Germany, although legally allowed, 

was unwanted, as seen by the restrictions placed on asylum seekers.  In fact, in the years 

leading up to reunification, the GDR earned the ire of the FRG and rid itself of foreigners 

by sending groups of foreigners landing at the East Berlin airport on to West Berlin, 

causing the complaint that,  “a regime […] is now pretending to provide the persecuted of 

other dictatorships asylum in their country but then pumps suffering people by the 

thousands into the „capitalist neighboring country, while simultaneously barricading its 

exits with walls, mines and barbed wire.”69   Following reunification, the former-East 

Germany began to experience the large scale influx of asylum seekers who had plagued 

the West since the 1980s.   

The early-1990s ushered in a new wave of asylum seekers into Germany, as the 

collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the conflict in the Balkans caused a general 

European movement westward.70  The problems faced by the West in the 1980s regarding 

asylum seekers spread East, as the Neue Länder, Thuringia, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, 

Brandenburg and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, received an influx of asylum seekers, 
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which caused serious social and political issues, as the infrastructure of the former-GDR 

was unequipped to handle the demands of its own citizens, much less demands of 

thousands of new residents following the reunification.  

 Once the reunification treaty took effect, asylum seekers were to be immediately 

moved into the new Bundesländer, on the basis of regional quotas, but because of 

infrastructure problems, “it took until 1992 for regional quotas to be defined and asylum 

seekers to be allocated to a specific Land.”71   After assignation of asylum seekers to 

select eastern cities, Saxony had the densest population of foreigners in the East with 

6.5% and Saxony-Anhalt the next densest, with 4.0%.  In comparison, the West German 

states with the largest percentages of asylum seekers were North-Rhine-Westphalia, with 

22.4%, followed by Bavaria, with 14.0%.72   While these percentages do not reflect the 

number of asylum seekers who were ultimately granted permanent residency in Germany, 

they do illustrate the differences between asylum populations in the new German states 

versus asylum populations in the West.  Upon analysis, this comparison suggests that the 

number of foreigners is not a direct cause of anti-foreigner activity because if it were, 

rates of anti-foreigner violence would be higher in the West rather than in the East in the 

early-1990s.   

As a result of the allegations of foreigner abuse of the asylum system, the German 

government responded to public pressure in 1993 to build more restrictions into Article 
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16.  After July 1, 1993, a reformed Article 16 reaffirmed the right of politically 

persecuted persons to asylum.  But it also instituted two important restrictions: 

1. [the right of asylum based on political persecution] may not be invoked by a 

person who enters the federal territory from a member state of the European 

Community or from another third state in which the standards of the Convention 

Relating to the Status of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms are assured. 

[…] 

2. […] States maybe be specified in which, on the basis of their laws, enforcement 

practices, and general political conditions, it can be safely concluded that neither 

political persecution nor inhumane or degrading punishment or treatment exists.  

It shall be presumed that a foreigner from such a state is not persecuted […]73 

The amended article introduced a more restricted asylum policy, changing what had been 

a nearly forty-five year policy of general laxity of the behalf of West Germany.  This turn 

away from openness can be analyzed both as a result of the public outcry against the 

large numbers of asylum seekers from the 1980s to the early-1990s and as a direct 

reaction by the German government to the rise in anti-immigrant violence, which peaked 

in the previous year to the reform of Article 16.  The number of attacks against foreigners 

decreased in 1993, and it is plausible that at least in part, the revised Article 16 played a 

role in that decrease.  But in a general sense, violence in Germany continued to remain a 

troubling phenomenon, one that was, however, not unique when considering comparable 
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rises in both anti-foreigner sentiment and support for extreme right parties in a wider 

European perspective.           
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Section 5: General Explanations of the Violence as a pan-European Phenomenon 

This section of the paper analyzes the similarities between the rise of anti-

foreigner violence and extreme right sympathy in Western Europe in order to justify the 

claim that although specific historical and cultural developments have played a part in 

forging conditions favorable to the rise in violence in post-reunification Germany, the 

German situation can best be understood as part of a wider Western European 

phenomenon.  The main foci of this section are the similarities the expressions of anti-

immigrant sentiment and extreme right sympathy, and the problems of asylum faced by 

Western Europe as a whole.   

 Beginning in the early-1990s with the creation of the European Union, the 

bridging of the gap between nationalism and post-nationalism seemed assured; but 

instead, the problems of xenophobia and a rise in support for the extreme right suggest 

that, “political and economic integration seem to be accompanied by a feared loss of 

identity.”74  Exacerbating the identity crisis in Western Europe is the perceived threat 

posed by immigration, particularly immigration of foreigners from outside Europe.  “As 

the percentage of non-EU foreigners resident in a country increases by 1 percent, those 

saying immigration is a big problem increases on average by 9.9 percent.”75  This quote 

implies that the correlation between actual numbers of immigrant and anti-foreign 
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sentiment is not entirely proportionate when “foreignness” is taken into account.  From 

the perspective of European Union member states, the origin of immigrants plays a larger 

role than the number of immigrants themselves.  

 The 1980s and 1990s in Western Europe constituted the culmination of the 

asylum crisis with the arrival of both legal and illegal immigrants; the number of illegal 

immigrants caused problems for Western European democracies; “in 1991, the 

International Labour Organization estimated that around 14 per cent of the foreign 

population of Western Europe – approximately 2,600,000 people – were illegal residents, 

with Germany and Italy having the largest number of „illegals.‟”76  In the Western 

European case, lax asylum laws, for example in Germany, contributed to the large influx 

of immigrants.  A significant contributor to the problems of immigration into Western 

Europe was the 1985 Schengen Agreement.  It created a more liberal asylum policy, and 

led to the rise in immigrants from 71,000 in 1983 to 674,000 in 1992.  Following the 

influx of immigrants from outside the EU from the 1980s to the early 1990s, a rash of 

violent anti-foreigner incidents instigated the placement of more restrictive immigration 

and asylum policies, such as the Dublin Convention in 1990, which forbade asylum 

seekers from applying to multiple European Union states.77  The possible correlation 

between the problems of asylum in Western Europe and voter support for various 

extreme right groups is analyzed in the next section. 

                                                 
76 Mark Mitchell and Dave Russell, “Immigration, Citizenship and the Nation-State in the New Europe,” in 

Nation and Identity in Contemporary Europe, edited by Brian Jenkins and Spyros A. Sofos (New York: 

Routledge, 1996), 55. 

 
77 Mitchell and Russell, “Immigration, Citizenship and the Nation-State in the New Europe,” 61. 

 



 44 

 “The 1980s saw an upsurge of (alleged) right-wing extremist parties in almost the 

whole of Western Europe”78.   Coupled with the increasing restrictions on immigration 

and instances of anti-foreigner violence, this upsurge implies a correlation between 

increased immigration and anti-foreigner sentiment and the success of extreme right 

parties.  As was the case in Germany, evaluating membership numbers in extreme right 

parties is problematic, and in addition, because many voters tend to vote for them out of 

dissatisfaction with more centrist parties, evaluating the agreement of voters with certain 

aspects of party ideology is also problematic.  Extreme right parties in Western Europe 

have been a ubiquitous presence in politics since the 1970s, but as was the case with 

rightist groups in West Germany, these parties achieved little electoral success before the 

mid-1990s.  The situation changed over the next decade, most notably in Switzerland and 

Austria.   

 “In October 1999, the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ) won 26.9 percent of the 

vote in the Austrian legislative elections of that year […] while the Swiss People‟s Party 

(SVP) attracted 22.6 percent of the vote in the Swiss parliamentary elections.”79 

Furthermore, “in 2003, the SVP became the largest party in the Swiss Nationalrat with 

26.7 percent of the vote.”80  In addition, Switzerland supported wide-ranging legislation 
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against foreign minorities, including attempts to outlaw the building of minarets within 

cities.81  Whereas it is the Swiss case that is the most worrying in terms of amount of 

popular support for an extreme right group, Germany remains the state most suspected of 

xenophobia and extreme right leaning, which is reliant on the burden of the National 

Socialist past rather than any data that suggests support for the extreme right has been 

any more prevalent in Germany than in Western Europe in general.  Within a wider 

European spectrum, the anti-foreigner violence in Germany post-reunification cannot be 

seen as a unique case, rather it should be framed within the wider trend in Western 

Europe of support for the extreme right and within the asylum conflict of the 1980s and 

1990s. 
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Section 6:  Conclusion 

  

 The original research questions in this paper concern the fundamental 

characteristics of the rise of anti-foreigner violence in post-reunification Germany – the 

history of similar violence in Germany, the contribution of the tensions of reunification 

and relevant theories of violence, i.e. citizenship laws, asylum and the Gastarbeiter 

program.   These characteristics provide the framework to describe what happened in the 

early-1990s in Germany and why the post-reunification violence was not in fact a unique 

event in a European context.   

 While the events of the early-1990s in Germany did constitute the largest wave of 

anti-foreigner violence and did receive much international attention, they cannot be 

considered a unique, one-time occurrence.  In fact, the anti-foreigner violence in 

Germany has continued to be a topic for research, as incidents occurred throughout the 

1990s and into the 2000s.  If in this paper, I analyzed the underlying historical and socio-

cultural factors associated with the post-reunification wave of violence in an attempt to 

find why, after the rejoining of East and West Germany, anti-foreigner sentiment and 

associated violence became the norm, then in order to analyze continued incidents of 

violence in the 1990s and 2000s, I would formulate new research questions. 

 The major section of the missing research in the scholarship about extreme 

rightism in Germany and xenophobic violence is the missing and incomplete data 

regarding rates of violent attacks and data pertaining to the status of extreme right groups 

in the GDR.  Because the majority of anti-foreigner attacks occur in former-East 
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Germany, it is possible that the connection between the violence and reunification 

reaches much more deeply into East German society.  Concrete and specific data 

regarding violence against foreigners in the 1960s-1980s, especially in regards to the 

Vertragsarbeiter program, would provide a more detailed framework for the research 

because the data available now pertaining to events in East and West Germany is 

unbalanced.    

 The incidents of violence in Germany following 1992 decreased, but throughout 

the 1990s and into the early-2000s, an increase in support for extreme right parties, most 

notably the NPD, have taken place, predominantly in former-East Germany.  A viable 

research question is whether the two rates are connected – does greater interest and 

participation in populist politics, even if far-right, contribute to lower instances of 

violence against foreigners?  When looking at the rates of increase in support for extreme 

right parties, what were the reasons behind the increase?  Did the political background of 

the GDR have any effect on the later propensity towards support for the extreme right in 

the East post-reunification? 

 These research questions reframe the original questions asked in this paper in an 

attempt to postulate possible narrower topic points within this paper that have an effect 

on the extreme right scene in Germany post-reunification. 
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