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‘EINER DER GROSSEN TAGE DEUTSCHER 

FREIHEITSGESCHICHTE’: 

THE ANNIVERSARY POLITICS OF 17 JUNE 1953 SINCE 1990 

 

RICHARD MILLINGTON 

 

This article analyses the politics of anniversaries through examination of the 

role that the anniversary of the East German uprising of 17 June 1953 has 

played in German politics since 1990. Prior to reunification, West Germany 

commemorated the date as the ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’. This annual 

public holiday was a chance for politicians to express their views on the 

possibility of German unification and to lambast the East German regime. 

After 3 October became the ‘Tag der Deutschen Einheit’ in 1990, German 

politicians all but ignored the anniversary of 17 June until political 

commemoration of the date enjoyed a revival in 2003. 

 This article shows that the ‘genre memory’ of a commemoration ensures 

that continuities in political commemoration of an anniversary persist, even 

after long periods in which an historical event is not commemorated. 

Significantly, the analysis demonstrates further that consideration of the 

drivers of political mnemonic activity in the 21st century must now take into 

account the technology-led ubiquity of the media in motivating politicians 

to act. Moreover, the article concludes that politicians’ internationalisation 

of anniversaries has enabled them to find new political capital in dates that 

may appear to be politically redundant.   
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Dieser Artikel analysiert die politische Bedeutung von historischen 

Jahrestagen. Er untersucht die Rolle, die der Jahrestag des Volksaufstandes 

vom 17. Juni 1953 in der deutschen Politik nach der Wiedervereinigung 

gespielt hat. Vor 1990 feierte die Bundesrepublik dieses Datum als ‚Tag der 

deutschen Einheit‘. Westdeutsche Politiker beuntzten diesen Jahrestag, um 

ihre Meinungen zur deutschen Einheit Deutschland zu äußern ound das 

SED-Regime anzugreifen. Nach der Wiederveinigung wurde der 3. Oktober 

der ‚Tag der Deutschen Einheit‘. Deutsche Politiker ignorierten fast völlig 

den 17. Juni bis 2003, als sie den Jahrestag wieder entdeckten. 

 Dieser Artikel zeigt, dass ‚genre memory‘ sichert, dass Kontinuitätslinien 

im politischen Gedenken eines Jahrestages andauern, selbst wenn ein 

Gedenkfeier zu diesem Datum seit langem nicht stattgefunden hat. 

Außerdem zeigt diese Analyse, dass man die technologische Übiquität der 

Medien berücksichtigen muss, wenn man die Beweggründe hinter 

politischem Gedenken im 21. Jahrhundet untesucht. Weiterhin kommt 

dieser Artikel zum Schluss, dass die Internationalisierung von Jarhrestagen 

durch Politiker es ihnen möglich gemacht hat, neues poltisiches Kapital in 

einem historischen Jahrestag zu finden. 
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While historical anniversaries ostensibly prompt individuals, communities 

and societies to remember a past event, they also provide politicians with an 

opportunity to make speeches, public appearances and, ultimately, to 

demonstrate political positions.1 As such, they constitute important 

occasions on which politicians can expound ‘Geschichtspolitik’ and attempt 

to shape public discourse or master narratives of historical events.2 Few 

dates in German history demonstrate the complexities of the politics of 

anniversaries better than 17 June. Between 1954 and 1990, this date was 

marked on the West German calendar as the ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’, a 

public holiday and day of remembrance (‘Gedenktag’) to commemorate the 

failed uprising of 17 June 1953 in East Germany. On that day, up to one 

million East German citizens took part in protests to overthrow the ruling 

Socialist Unity Party (SED) regime, before Soviet tanks and troops brutally 

suppressed the demonstrations.3 The anniversary of the East German 

uprising constituted a huge source of political capital for West German 

politicians in the Cold War propaganda struggle. Annual ceremonies of 

commemoration took place in the Bundestag, at which politicians waxed 

lyrical about freedom, democracy and how the country might be reunited. 

The occasion also presented speechmakers with the perfect opportunity to 

lambast the SED by calling on people to remember the day when the East 

German regime’s democratic illegitimacy had been laid bare by the very 

workers and peasants whom it claimed to represent.  

 With German reunification in 1990, commemoration of 17 June as the 

‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’ came to an end. The holiday was switched to 3 

October - the date on which Germany was actually reunited – and was 
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subtly renamed the ‘Tag der Deutschen Einheit’ (note the now capitalised 

‘D’ of ‘Deutschen’). On 17 June 1990, members of the West and East 

German parliaments came together at the Konzerthaus in East Berlin to 

mark the final ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’. They heard Manfred Stolpe, 

then a leading figure in the Evangelical Church in East Germany, state that 

what had failed on 17 June 1953 was now complete.4 As midnight struck, 

the date lost its moniker, as well as its status as a public holiday; it was now 

simply a ‘Gedenktag’. It would be thirteen years before the next significant 

national political commemoration of the anniversary of the uprising of 17 

June 1953 took place. 

This article examines the role that the anniversary of 17 June 1953 

has played in German politics since that final ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’ in 

1990. It considers political commemoration of the anniversary on a national 

and federal level in Germany. Regional ceremonies of commemoration 

attended by local politicians or lower-ranking government officials have 

taken place since 1990, but their size and national impact have been 

nominal. The first part of this article provides context for the main analysis 

by presenting a brief history of the political commemoration of the 

anniversary of 17 June during the Cold War period. There then follows 

examination of the role that the anniversary has played in German politics 

since 1990. This analysis considers ceremonies of commemoration that have 

taken place in the Bundestag, as well as speeches made by German 

politicians, on the occasion of the anniversary of 17 June. The analysis is 

divided into three sections: the first considers the period from 1991 to 2002 

when no major political commemorations of the date took place; the second 
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examines the political rediscovery of 17 June on its fiftieth anniversary in 

2003; the final section considers the years from 2004 to 2018.  

Analysis of the political mnemonic activity on the anniversaries of 

17 June since 1990 reveals that there was little political will to 

commemorate the date in the first 12 years after reunification. That said, 

examination of the activity that did take place in this period does reveal 

some continuities with the political commemoration of 17 June that had 

taken place before reunification. This supports Jeffrey K. Olick’s theory on 

the ‘genre memory’ of commemorative practices; contemporary 

commemorations are informed by the content and shape of those that have 

taken place previously.5 Only in 2003, when the media shone a spotlight on 

the fiftieth anniversary of the uprising, did politicians rediscover their 

enthusiasm to commemorate the anniversary. This confirms the long-

standing conclusion that political opportunities in the present energise 

politicians’ enthusiasm for commemoration of historical events.6  

Moreover, the anniversary of 17 June in 2003 represents a turning point in 

its commemoration with broader implications for our understanding of 

political mnemonic activity on anniversaries. First, the fact that media 

interest in the fiftieth anniversary of the uprising in 2003 drove politicians to 

suddenly rediscover their enthusiasm to commemorate the date indicates a 

significant shift in the interplay between both groups. Previously, the extent 

of political commemoration of 17 June had influenced the extent of media 

coverage and not vice versa. By 2003, however, new technologies had 

transformed the media’s role into agenda-setter with regard to historical 

anniversaries. Analysis of political mnemonic activity in the 21st century 
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must therefore now take account of this. Second, since 2003, German 

politicians have increasingly sought to internationalise the anniversary of 17 

June by linking what they regard as its core values of ‘freedom’ and 

‘democracy’ to other European freedom movements in an attempt to 

promote the European Union’s (EU) efforts to create an inclusive pan-

European memory culture. This shows that political actors now look beyond 

national borders in their commemoration of historical anniversaries in order 

to mine new political capital from them. 

 

‘TAG DER DEUTSCHEN EINHEIT’: 17 JUNE 1954-1990 

  

Shortly after the failure of the uprising of 17 June 1953, a cross-party 

initiative in the Bundestag succeeded in establishing 17 June as an annual 

public holiday in West Germany. Seizing on the fact that many East German 

protesters had called for the reunification of Germany, West German 

politicians declared that the holiday would be named the ‘Tag der deutschen 

Einheit’. They claimed to be honouring East Germans’ desire for unity. Yet 

17 June 1953 also presented the West German political establishment with 

an opportunity. Up to this point, the country’s historical and political self-

understanding had been rooted in the negative experiences of National 

Socialism and the division of Germany. Here, then, was an historical event 

which permitted West Germany to show the world that Germans did believe 

in freedom and democracy and were capable of resisting dictatorship.7  

 In the thirty-six years of German division that followed 17 June 1953, 

West Germany’s political parties at various times sought to co-opt and/or 
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disassociate themselves from the uprising and its anniversary. Initially, the 

three biggest political parties in the Bundestag – the conservative Christian 

Democratic Union (CDU), the centre-left Social Democratic Party (SPD) 

and the liberal Free Democratic Party (FDP) – all attempted to appropriate 

the East German unrest as confirmation of the righteousness of their 

political causes. Almost as soon as the uprising had failed, Federal 

Chancellor Konrad Adenauer of the CDU claimed that the brutal 

suppression of the protests demonstrated that his course of ‘Westintegration’ 

was correct. The SPD, however, regarded the uprising as a clear indicator 

that German reunification, not ‘Westintegration’, should be top of the West 

German political agenda. The FDP, on the other hand, claimed to represent 

the demonstrators of 17 June by aligning the uprising with the tradition of 

German liberalism.8  

 The CDU, SPD and FDP more or less maintained these initial stances with 

regard to the political significance of the uprising during the period from 

1954 to 1967. In these years, West German political enthusiasm for the 

commemoration of the anniversary of 17 June was at its peak.9 Annual 

ceremonies of commemoration took place in the Bundestag. Many of these 

were televised or at least broadcast on the radio, ensuring that they reached a 

significant audience share not only in the West, but also in the East, where 

citizens clandestinely tuned into the Western broadcast media. Numerous 

television and radio documentaries also brought the story of the uprising 

annually to the viewing and listening public.10 

 Between 1954 and 1967, West German politicians from all parties set a 

pattern for the political commemoration of 17 June that would be repeated 
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many times before reunification. They began their speeches by 

acknowledging the bravery of the protagonists and victims of the uprising. 

Such tributes were, however, often only very cursory. Politicians did not 

offer lengthy accounts or detailed narratives of what had happened on 17 

June 1953. Instead, they used the uprising as a means of allowing them to 

address what they regarded as related political issues. Thus, the event 

actually being commemorated became somewhat lost amongst the political 

rhetoric. The main thrust of politicians’ speeches was twofold. First, they 

used the occasion of the anniversary to condemn the East German and 

Soviet regimes.11 Second, politicians took the opportunity to express their 

views on German division and the possibility of reunification. This was, 

after all, the ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’.12  

As much as many West (and East) Germans might have wanted to 

believe proclamations about reunification, the construction of the Berlin 

Wall on 13 August 1961 put the final psychological nail in the coffin of any 

hopes that they had harboured on this matter - if not forever, then at least for 

the foreseeable future. The predictions made by West German politicians 

since 1954 about a coming reunification of Germany now rang distinctly 

hollow. Many of these politicians now also recognised that the prospect of a 

reunited Germany had become distant and altered the content of their 

speeches on 17 June accordingly. Consequently, they sought to establish 

and consolidate 17 June 1953 as the yardstick by which to measure West 

German values. They did so by urging West Germans to recognise and take 

pride in West Germany as their free and democratic homeland, as opposed 

to the oppressive regime in the East.13  
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  In the second half of the 1960s, a sea change took place in West German 

political commemorations of the anniversary of 17 June. The CDU-SPD 

Grand Coalition government instigated in 1966 a political course of détente 

with the East in the hope that this would resurrect the possibility of 

reunification. In this context, the political commemoration of the 

anniversary became an obstacle to closer political ties with East Germany. 

The Grand Coalition was well aware that annually reminding the SED 

regime of its democratic illegitimacy would not encourage a thaw in 

relations. Federal Minister of Economic Affairs Karl Schiller (SPD) 

addressed this issue on 15 June 1967 when he stated that the anniversary 

ought to be ‘kein Sedantag der glorreichen Erinnerung, er ist kein Tag der 

politischen Kraftmeierei und des Säbelrasselns’.14 For the first time, there 

was serious discussion in governmental circles about removing the date’s 

status as a holiday. The government tabled a motion to this end in 1968, but 

trade unions and members of the CDU – mistrustful of their coalition 

partners – blocked this attempt to abolish the holiday.15 Nevertheless, in 

1968 the official ceremony in the Bundestag commemorating 17 June did 

not take place. This was the first time since the uprising that this had not 

been organised.16  

 The SPD-FDP coalitions that governed West Germany between 1969 and 

1982 increasingly regarded political commemoration of the anniversary of 

17 June as a relic of the Cold War and an obstacle to their programme of 

Ostpolitik. Consequently, they sought to disassociate themselves from the 

date by not organising extraordinary ceremonies of commemoration in the 

West German parliament on 17 June. Observance of the anniversary only 
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took place during the Bundestag’s regular working sessions.17 In 1975, 

Federal Chancellor Helmut Schmidt (SPD) backed an ultimately 

unsuccessful attempt to abolish 17 June as a public holiday.18 Across the 

political divide, the CDU sought to cast itself as the party of 17 June by 

claiming that the government’s attitude towards the anniversary 

demonstrated its ‘Unzuverlässigkeit’ on the national question and its 

propensity for ‘Geschichtsvergessenheit’.19 Significantly, the German 

government’s lack of enthusiasm for commemorating the anniversary of 17 

June in this period was matched by dwindling media interest in the event. 

Few speeches were broadcast on television or radio and the number of 

documentaries about the uprising was considerably lower than the number 

broadcast in the previous two decades.20 

In line with his party’s consistent stance with regard to the 

anniversary of 17 June, political commemoration of the date enjoyed a 

renaissance in the 1980s under Federal Chancellor Helmut Kohl (CDU). 

Kohl made overcoming the status quo in Europe a priority and to this end 

once again shone the spotlight on the question of German unity. The 

anniversary of 17 June played no small role in this programme. In 1983, 

Kohl reinstated the ceremony of commemoration and reaffirmed the 

political will to commemorate the date. Opposition to this came from SPD 

and Green politicians, with the former claiming that the CDU’s policy did 

not reflect political reality and actually presented a barrier to reunification.21 

Nevertheless, commemoration of 17 June once again played a significant 

role in the West German political calendar. Moreover, this apparently 

inspired renewed media interest in the anniversary. Speeches and 
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documentaries on the occasion of the anniversary of 17 June featured once 

again in television and radio programme schedules after their hiatus in the 

1970s.22 

 

NOT QUITE REMEMBERING, NOT QUITE FORGETTING:  

17 JUNE 1991-2002 

 

Despite differing views before 1990 amongst West German politicians 

regarding the merits of the political commemoration of 17 June, 

reunification seemingly brought agreement. On the fortieth anniversary of 

the uprising in 1993, Dorothee Wilms’ (CDU) statement that West 

Germany’s decision to maintain 17 June as a national holiday throughout 

the Cold War period had been correct provoked applause from her own 

party, as well as from the SPD and FDP members of the Bundestag.23 Yet 

this new-found consensus is indicative of the fact that many German 

politicians now saw little political capital left in the matter. No longer was a 

party’s attitude to the commemoration of the date used vociferously to 

garner support for political programmes or attack those of opponents. 

Moreover, in the period from 1991 to 2002 there was scant enthusiasm for 

any kind of extraordinary political commemoration of the date. No specially 

organised ceremony to commemorate the anniversary of 17 June 1953 took 

place in the Bundestag. As had been the case in the 1970s members of the 

German parliament only addressed the anniversary when it fell on a day on 

which the German parliament was in session. There was no such session in 

1991, 1995, 1996, 1997, 2000, 2001 and 2002. Significantly, this lack of 
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political will to commemorate the anniversary and thus to keep the date in 

the public consciousness led to a significant loss of interest in the 

anniversary on the part of the German media. Newspapers gave little 

coverage to the date. Moreover, very few new television and radio 

documentaries were made. The small number that were produced found 

themselves scheduled in late night slots or on regional channels or 

stations.24 

 The speeches made in the Bundestag on the anniversaries of 17 June in 

this period followed a pattern very similar to those made before 1990. 

Though members of the German parliament lauded the 1953 uprising as an 

attempted revolution25 for ‘Freiheit, Frieden und Demokratie’,26 it did not 

constitute the central focus of their speeches. On 17 June 1992, for example, 

Federal Chancellor Kohl devoted a little over 200 words of his 5000-word-

speech to the East German unrest in his statement to parliament.27 As was 

the case before 1990, any narrative of the 1953 events or talk of their 

historical significance simply appeared as a brief precursor to other political 

matters. Instead, members of the Bundestag seized the opportunity that the 

anniversary presented to address two subjects. First, even though the SED 

regime no longer existed, politicians (of the CDU in particular) still 

lambasted the ‘communist hegemony’ and ‘Unrecht’ committed by the East 

German government.28 These attacks on the then defunct East German 

dictatorship must be regarded as part of broader mainstream media and 

political discourses to shape public memory of East Germany by focussing 

on the crimes of the dictatorship and casting it as an ‘Unrechtsstaat’.29 

Political commentators warned of the dangers posed to democracy by 
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remembering the SED state as anything other than a criminal regime.30 

Moreover, by promoting such an interpretation of the SED regime, former 

West German politicians were able to cast themselves as the conquerors of 

this unjust state.31 Second, whereas during the Cold War one of the main 

thrusts of politicians’ speeches on 17 June had been the ‘German Question’, 

they now focussed on what one might have termed in that early post-

unification period the ‘New German Question’ – the perceived progress of 

German reunification. In 1992, for example, Kohl focussed in his speech on 

the SED’s mismanagement of the East German economy and the poor state 

in which it had left public finances in eastern Germany.32 Opposition 

politicians blamed what they perceived as the government’s mishandling of 

the reunification process for the ‘Enttäuschung’ and ‘Verbitterung’ evident 

amongst eastern Germans.33  

 The one party sitting in the Bundestag in this period which had no 

tradition or history of commemorating the anniversary of 17 June was the 

Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS, later Die Linke), the successor to the 

SED. Even before the uprising of 17 June 1953 was over, the SED had 

declared that the events constituted an ‘attempted fascist putsch’. Over the 

following 36 years, the party attempted to limit and suppress East German 

citizens’ access to information about the day. It marked the anniversaries of 

the uprising by increasing the alertness level of its security forces and 

instructing them to be vigilant for any attempts to stage a second uprising.34 

After 1990, PDS members sitting in the Bundestag on the anniversaries of 

the uprising used their speeches to react to other parties’ condemnation of 

the East German dictatorship. Though they did not come out in full support 
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of the defunct regime, they criticised the evaluations of the SED state 

promoted in contemporary media and political discourses as ‘verzerrt’, 

‘voreingenommen’ and ‘selektiv’.35 Moreover, one member of the PDS in 

particular – Uwe-Jens Heuer – came very close to regurgitating SED 

propaganda when he stated in 1993 that on 17 June 1953 ‘Es kann auch 

nicht bezweifelt werden, daß erst acht Jahre nach Kriegsende viele Nazis 

eine Gelegenheit sahen, sich an den Kommunisten zu rächen’.36 A former 

SED member, Heuer was heckled on 17 June the following year for 

referring to a fellow PDS member of the Bundestag as ‘Genosse’.37 

  Although no commemorative ceremonies took place in the Bundestag 

between 1991 and 2002, there is evidence to suggest that the German 

political establishment in this period did consider the date of 17 June still to 

be of some emblematic import. The anniversary of the uprising appears to 

have been designated as a symbolic day on which (if the Bundestag was in 

session) politicians could focus their minds on the issue of tackling and 

coming to terms with the East German past. In its session on 17 June 1992, 

the Bundestag adopted the ‘Erstes SED-Unrechtsbereinigungsgesetz’, a law 

which enabled victims of SED ‘Unrecht’ to claim rehabilitation and 

compensation. Jörg Ganschow of the FDP commented:  

 

Sicherlich kann kein besserer Tag für die Verabschiedung eines 

Entschädigungsgesetzes für die Unrechtstaten des SED-Regimes an 

Menschen aus der ehemaligen DDR gefunden werden als der Gedenktag für 

den Aufstand gegen den kommunistischen Unrechtsstaat.38  
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Moreover, the final reports of the investigations carried out by the two 

parliamentary commissions set up to evaluate the East German dictatorship 

were first discussed by the Bundestag on 17 June 1994 and 17 June 1998 

respectively. These two ‘Enquete-Kommissionen’39 consisted of members 

of parliament, as well as external experts, and were tasked with reporting on 

East Germany’s legacy to the Bundestag.40 By setting up these committees, 

the German political establishment hoped to offer some solace to victims of 

the East German dictatorship, promote ‘inner unity’ and demonstrate its 

democratic credentials by laying bare the SED regime’s ‘Unrecht’.41 

Echoing the sentiments of Ganschow two years earlier, Green Party 

politician Gerd Poppe praised in 1994 the decision of the German 

parliament to discuss the report of the first commission on 17 June, stating 

that ‘Es gibt kaum einen Tag in der deutschen Nachkriegsgeschichte, der 

das Bewußtsein der Deutschen in Ost und West nachdrücklicher geprägt 

hätte als der 17. Juni 1953’.42  

Several politicians in this period felt that the symbolic importance of 

17 June was such that the Bundestag should mark the date each year, even if 

there was no session scheduled. In 1999, Michael Luther (CDU) proposed 

that the German parliament debate the legacy of the East German 

dictatorship each year on 17 June in order to ensure that memories of the 

repressive nature of the East German dictatorship would not be usurped by 

‘Erinnerungsoptimisten’ wallowing in ‘DDR-Nostalgie’.43 There were also 

some calls for the date to be reinstated as a national holiday. On 17 June 

1992, Werner Schulz of the Green Party decried the abolition of 17 June as 

the ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’. Schulz argued that the demands of the 



16 
 

protesters of 1953 for a ‘humane, zivile, demokratische Gesellschaft’ had 

not yet been met and that 3 October could not replace 17 June.44 Ironically, 

the Green Party had been one of the most vociferous supporters in the 1980s 

of removing date’s holiday status.45 In 1998, Siegfried Vergin of the SPD 

also called on the German parliament to make 17 June a ‘lebendigen 

Gedenktag und dabei insbesondere Opposition und Widerstand gegen die 

SED-Diktatur würdigen’.46  

Ultimately, however, there was a lack of political will between 1991 

and 2002 both to reinstate 17 June as a national holiday and for the 

Bundestag to convene each year on that date to conduct some sort of 

commemorative act or ceremony. Indicative of this are the activities of 

Federal Chancellor Kohl on the date. It was Kohl who, on becoming 

Chancellor in late 1982, had championed the ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’ 

and reinstated the ceremony of commemoration of 17 June in the Bundestag 

in 1983. In the same year he proclaimed that nothing would prevent West 

Germany from observing this anniversary.47 Yet once German unity had 

been achieved, it appears that Kohl’s enthusiasm to commemorate the 

former ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’ waned considerably. On 17 June 1991, 

Kohl made no statement about the anniversary. One could argue, however, 

that on this particular 17 June he had more pressing matters to attend to. 

Kohl met with his Polish counterpart Jan Krzysztof Bielecki in Bonn to sign 

a treaty which committed both countries to good and friendly neighbourly 

relations and formed the basis of their post-1990 relations.48 Yet at the 

Bundestag session on the fortieth anniversary of the uprising in 1993, Kohl 

was present but did not speak, even though a debate premised on the 
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occasion of the anniversary did take place.49 He also did not make any extra-

parliamentary speech on the significance of the anniversary that year. The 

following year, Kohl was absent from the Bundestag session that took place 

on 17 June.50 Significantly, he had spoken on 14 June 1994 at the opening 

of the ‘Haus der Geschichte’ in Bonn, but made no mention of the imminent 

anniversary of the East German uprising, despite referencing numerous 

events in German contemporary history in his speech.51 On the final 17 June 

of Kohl’s premiership in 1998, which was also the 45th anniversary of the 

uprising, Kohl was present at the Bundestag session on that day but again 

made no statement, even though many politicians did reference 17 June in 

their speeches.52 Later the same day, Kohl spoke at the annual conference of 

the ‘Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft’ and did briefly reference the 

anniversary of 17 June, remarking that the date was a symbol of Germans’ 

desire for unity and that the process that had started in 1953 came to fruition 

on 3 October 1990. But this was the limit of his comments on the matter.53  

Examination of the political commemoration of 17 June between 

1991 and 2002 reveals what can happen to political mnemonic activity on 

an anniversary when the driving force behind it is removed. It is hardly 

surprising that many politicians apparently viewed the anniversary of 17 

June as politically redundant after 1990. The division of Germany, which 

for so long had motivated them to address the anniversary, had been 

overcome and Germany was once again one country. Moreover, politicians 

now had 3 October on which to express their views on Germany unity. That 

said, the foregoing analysis reveals significant continuities with the Cold 

War period. Just as they had done so before 1990, so German politicians 
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used the anniversary of the uprising as an opportunity to comment on 

current political issues. Moreover, there was continuity with regard to the 

fluid nature of politicians’ positions on 17 June. As was the case before 

1990, they altered their stance on the meaning and importance of the 

anniversary according to its contemporary political usefulness. 

Significantly, there was also continuity in terms of the influence of political 

commemoration of the anniversary on the extent of the media’s coverage of 

it. The lack of media coverage of the anniversary in this period echoes that 

of the 1970s, when political commemoration was rare and moves were made 

to strike the date from the commemorative calendar. That said, the fact that 

the anniversary was apparently regarded as an appropriate one on which to 

discuss how to deal with the East German past suggests that the German 

political establishment had designated a place for it in the emerging canon 

of dates relating to East German history, such as 13 August 1961 or 9 

November 1989. This indicates a willingness on the part of German 

politicians to recognise and mark in some way the historical importance of 

the date, even if its political importance had evaporated for many. 

 

POLITCIAL REDISCOVERY: 17 JUNE 2003 

 

On 17 June 2003, a specially organised ceremony in commemoration of the 

1953 uprising took place in the Bundestag for the first time since Germany’s 

reunification. This event was also televised for the first time since 1990. 

This fiftieth anniversary of 17 June 1953 marked a turning point on several 

levels in the post-reunification political commemoration of the uprising and 
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it is worthy of particular focus here. A newly found enthusiasm to 

commemorate the anniversary seemed to course through the veins of the 

German political establishment. Emblematic of this was the decision to 

stage the commemorative event in the German parliament at which 

members of the Bundestag and the Bundesrat were present to hear Federal 

President Johannes Rau give the keynote speech.  

 Given that political enthusiasm for commemoration of 17 June had been at 

such a low ebb since 1991, we must ask: what inspired in 2003 the revival 

of the tradition of a special political ceremony in commemoration of 17 

June? As there had been no major political commemoration of 17 June on 

its fortieth anniversary in 1993, one cannot simply put the political activity 

that took place in 2003 down to the fact that this year marked a ‘big’ 

decennial anniversary of the uprising. Myriam Renaudot suggests that the 

renewed political interest in the anniversary of 17 June came as a response 

to the recommendation made by the second ‘Enquete-Kommission’ in 1998 

that the German government ought to promote public awareness of the 

uprising of 17 June 1953.54 Yet this conclusion is not totally convincing, 

given that no political commemorations took place in the German 

parliament in the intervening years between 1998 and 2003. Moreover, 

CDU politician Michael Luther’s plea in 1999 that the Bundestag make a 

special point of debating the legacy of the East German dictatorship each 

year on 17 June, even if no regular session was scheduled, went unheeded.55  

The revival of political commemoration of the anniversary of 17 

June 1953 in 2003 was driven by the media.56 Whereas media interest in the 

fortieth anniversary of the uprising had been nominal, ten years later things 
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were very different.57 Articles, accounts, reports and interviews about 17 

June 1953 flooded the pages of newspapers, supplements, magazines and 

websites.58 No less than nine new television films, documentaries or 

docudramas were made and broadcast in primetime slots on Germany’s 

main television stations to coincide with 17 June 2003. Moreover, some of 

these were repeated several times in a short period of time. The 

documentary ‘Helden ohne Ruhm’, for example, was aired by Arte, then 

ARD, then by regional broadcasters in the space of a few weeks.59 Films 

produced in the 1990s and during the Cold War era were also broadcast, as 

well as numerous shorter reports, interviews and coverage of 

commemorative events.60 Furthermore, radio programmes about the 

uprising filled the schedules. These included documentaries, interviews with 

eyewitnesses, radio plays about the uprising, and authors’ own readings of 

their works in which the events of 1953 appear; Erich Loest and Günter 

Grass, for example, read from ‘Durch die Erde ein Riss’ and ‘Die Plebejer 

proben den Aufstand’ respectively.61  

The fact that the media was not the driver of political mnemonic 

activity on 17 June marks a significant break with what had gone before. 

Since 1953, political enthusiasm for commemoration of the date had 

influenced the extent of media coverage and not vice-versa. When 

considering this shift in the interplay between the German political 

establishment and the media with regard to the anniversary of 17 June, it is 

essential to consider what inspired the media to deem this anniversary 

worthy of such coverage and why this encouraged politicians to sit up and 

take notice. On the first point, Eisenfeld, Kowalczuk and Neubert have 
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posited that the 2003 political debate about the role of the welfare state in 

Germany had the responsibilities of citizens at its heart and that the media 

might have regarded 17 June 1953 as a positive paradigm for this.62 More 

convincing, however, is Andrea Brockmann’s argument that, in terms of 

media commemoration of historical events, 50 is a magic number; media 

producers deem the fiftieth anniversary of an event as particularly 

noteworthy. She argues further that the uprising of 17 June, with its protests, 

tanks and tragic, bloody ending, contained all the ingredients that the media 

could have wanted to add spice and human interest to their fiftieth 

anniversary stories.63 With regard to politicians’ reaction to the media 

coverage of the anniversary, one must consider the ubiquitous nature of the 

media in 2003 compared to previous decades and the new possibilities to 

shape discourse that this brought with it. Technological developments in the 

form of the internet, mobile devices, CD ROMS, DVDs and ever-increasing 

numbers of television channels enabled the media to spread its message 

across a variety of platforms and increase exponentially its ability to reach 

more people than it had ever done before.64 This ‘multimediale Offensive’65 

and ‘Massenmedialisierung’ of 17 June 1953 in 200366 enabled the 

anniversary of 17 June to pervade German society like never before. 

German politicians reacted to this - no doubt seeing the political gains to be 

had in riding this media wave - and renewed their interest in political 

commemoration of 17 June. 

The ceremony in the Bundestag was not the only development in the 

political commemoration of the East German uprising that occurred in 2003. 

In their speeches, politicians across the board now appeared reluctant to use 
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the occasion of the anniversary to score political points against their 

opponents. Indeed, Federal President Johannes Rau was critical of the fact 

that during and since the Cold War the anniversary had become a 

‘Gegenstand parteipolitischer Auseinandersetzungen’.67 In 2003, many 

politicians focussed instead on promoting the conclusion that the uprising of 

1953 paved the way for the revolution of 1989. Thus, they designated it as 

the date on which the long process of reunification began. Indeed, President 

of the Bundestag Wolfgang Thierse (SPD) stated that ‘beide Daten – 1953 

und 1989 – gehören zusammen’.68 This echoed the words of Manfred Stolpe 

on 17 June 1990 when he stated that what had failed in 1953 was now 

complete and provides further evidence of continuity in these 

commemorations.69 The conclusion that 1989 was the culmination of 1953 

is, however, problematic and exemplifies how ‘Geschichtspolitik’ can clash 

with ‘Geschichtswissenschaft’. Though some historians such as Armin 

Mitter, Stefan Wolle and Rolf Steininger have published works which 

suggest a link between 1953 and 1989,70 the line that politicians drew 

between both events was too clear and simplistic, for it ignored 36 years of 

historical developments.71 Yet by disregarding such historical evidence, 

German politicians were able to write themselves into the long-term success 

story of the East German uprising: by bringing about German reunification 

in 1990, the German political establishment claimed to have successfully 

fulfilled the goals of the demonstrators in 1953.72 

Alongside these calls to view 1989 as the conclusion of 1953 were 

also attempts to cast the uprising as a joint-German historical event. 

Politicians argued that the 1953 unrest was not something that should hold 
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meaning just for those in Germany’s eastern regions. Rather, all Germans 

should regard it as a unifying event in a joint-German history. Thierse stated 

that the fiftieth anniversary of 1953 was the perfect chance to understand 

‘dieses Datum endgültig als ein gesamtdeutsches Ereignis’ and urged 

politicians to keep the memory of 17 June alive.73 Former Federal 

Chancellor Kohl echoed this sentiment, while SPD politician Matthias 

Platzeck called for all Germans to remember the uprising together.74 One 

could argue that such calls were in line with the recommendation of the 

second ‘Enquete-Kommission’ to encourage observance of ‘den 17. Juni als 

lebendigen Gedenktag in ganz [italicised by author] Deutschland’. But the 

fact that politicians felt that they had to urge Germans to regard the uprising 

as part of German history indicates much about the place of East Germany 

in the popular German historical consciousness. Many regard West German 

history as the definitive account of post-1945 German history; in this 

narrative East Germany represents not much more than a fairly brief 

anomaly.75   

Most significant, however, were the attempts on the part of German 

politicians in 2003 to internationalise the anniversary of 17 June. Up to this 

point, political commemoration of the uprising had very much focussed on 

its place in German history. Before 1990, politicians often drew links to the 

plot to assassinate Hitler on 20 July 1944. After reunification, 17 June was 

portrayed as the precursor to the 1989 revolution. In terms of comparisons 

with events outside of Germany, there had been sporadic references to the 

storming of the Bastille in France in 1789, but nothing like the concerted 

efforts in 2003 to promote the uprising as an event with international 
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significance. On its fiftieth anniversary politicians aligned 17 June 1953 

with other European freedom movements based on the values which they 

claimed it represented. Thierse spoke of the ‘idea of freedom, the fight for 

democracy’ which according to him connected 1953 with the 1956 

Hungarian uprising, the Prague Spring of 1968 and the Solidarity movement 

in Poland in 1980.76 Rau also drew parallels with these other uprisings and 

stated that 1953 was a part of ‘a European fight for freedom’.77 One may 

view such efforts as an attempt to ‘normalise’ German history – long 

considered an exceptional case due to the National Socialist dictatorship – in 

the European historical narrative by finding common historical ground with 

other countries.78 This would again constitute some continuity with pre-

1990 political mnemonic activity on the anniversary of 17 June.79 But these 

statements ought also to be considered with regard to efforts on the part of 

the EU to create and promote the idea of an inclusive pan-European memory 

culture as a means of bringing together disparate societies, communities and 

cultures under one umbrella of historical democratic values. Up to this 

point, memories of the Holocaust and of anti-fascism had been central to the 

EU’s attempts.80 In April 2003, however, ten new countries acceded to the 

EU, seven of whom (including Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary) 

had been members of the Eastern Bloc. The national memory cultures of 

these nations had been shaped far more by experiences of communist 

dictatorship than by the Holocaust and fascism (with the possible exception 

of Poland). Consequently, no longer could experiences of the Holocaust be 

the sole focus of the EU’s memory politics. German politicians’ emphasis 

on the European dimension of 17 June in 2003 and the links that they drew 
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with other countries in the former Eastern Bloc were thus an attempt to 

contribute to and address these developments in European memory 

culture.81 

 

CONSENSUS AND CONTROVERSY: 17 JUNE 2004-2018 

 

Despite the ‘Erinnerungsboom’ in 2003 and calls from politicians to keep 

the memory of 17 June alive, the political and media enthusiasm shown on 

the fiftieth anniversary of the uprising was not enough for an annual 

ceremony of commemoration to be reinstated in the political calendar. On 

this matter, Silke Stokar von Neuforn of the Green Party noted with regret 

in the Bundestag on 17 June 2004 that the German parliament was not 

marking the fifty-first anniversary of the uprising with the same sense of 

recognition or importance as in the previous year.82 That said, extraordinary 

ceremonies of remembrance did take place in the Bundestag in 2009, 2010 

and 2013. In other years, however, members of the German parliament only 

addressed the anniversary of the uprising when a session fell on 17 June. 

There was no such session in 2006, 2007, 2008, 2011, 2012, 2014, 2016, 

2017 and 2018.  

 Analysis of politicians’ speeches on the occasion of the anniversary of 17 

June in this period shows, however, that the content of the addresses made 

in 2003 set the trend for what was to come. Time and again since 2003, 

German politicians have linked the uprising of 1953 to the events of 

1989/90. In 2004, Thierse called the demonstrators of 1953 the ‘geistige und 

politische Vorgänger und mutige Vorbilder der Bürgerbewegung des 
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Herbstes von 1989’.83 The following year, Hans-Joachim Hecker of the SPD 

stated that the legacy of 1953 had been fulfilled thirty-six years later.84 

Politicians’ alignment of 17 June 1953 with German and European 

traditions of freedom and freedom movements has also been a constant in 

their speeches on the anniversaries of 17 June since 2003. In 2005, Sybille 

Laurischk (FDP) stated that the uprising in East Germany showed that ‘in 

Deutschland der Wunsch nach Freiheit und Demokratie eben doch ein 

Fundament hatte, das die Nationalsozialisten nicht haben zerstören 

können’.85 In 2009, Norbert Lammert urged that 17 June 1953 ought to be 

regarded as ‘Teil des Erinnerns der europäischen Freiheitsgeschichte des 20. 

Jahrhunderts’.86 In the same year the EU officially refocussed its memory 

politics to encompass all victims of dictatorships with the implementation of 

a ‘European Day of Remembrance for the Victims of all Authoritarian and 

Totalitarian Regimes’ to be commemorated on 23 August each year.87 

It is significant that ceremonies to commemorate the fifty-sixth and 

fifty-seventh anniversaries in 2009 and 2010 took place. It is no coincidence 

that these were organised in years marking the twentieth anniversaries of the 

fall of the Berlin Wall and of the reunification of Germany. The fact that 

there were ceremonies on 17 June in these years offers further confirmation 

that the German political establishment could now only see the events of 

1953 through the lens of 1989 and 1990. Indeed, despite historians’ 

conclusions to the contrary, Federal Chancellor Angela Merkel (CDU) 

proclaimed in 2013 that the ‘geschichtliche Linie führt uns also von der 

Tragik des 17. Juni 1953 über die Menschenverachtung des 13. August 1961 

bis zu dem schon beinahe unvorstellbar gewordenen Glück im Herbst 
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1989’.88 The exceptions here once again were the members of the Bundestag 

representing Die Linke, who still sometimes made statements very similar to 

what one might have read in the SED’s version of the uprising. In 2015, for 

example, Thomas Lutze condemned the East German regime’s use of 

violence against its citizens, but then commented that the West must bear 

some responsibility for escalating and aggravating the situation in East 

Germany in 1953. Volker Kauder (CDU) heckled Lutze for this comment, 

calling it ‘Unsinn’.89 

  Despite the apparent consensus that now apparently reigned amongst 

politicians of all parties regarding the historical significance of 17 June, 

several instances have shown that the date does still possess the potential to 

divide German politicians and spark confrontation. On 17 June 2004, the 

Bundestag discussed a proposal made by the opposition CDU that a debate 

on the progress of the rehabilitation and compensation of victims of the 

SED dictatorship should take place in the German parliament on 17 June 

each year. This debate would be based on a report on these issues prepared 

by the incumbent government. The CDU felt that this would be a very 

fitting gesture on this date and would be symbolic of parliament’s respect 

for all those who had suffered in East Germany. Klaus Haupt of the FDP 

(also in opposition) backed the proposal, stating that it ‘hält die Erinnerung 

an den 17. Juni 1953 wach und das Thema der Rehabilitierung und 

Entschädigung der Opfer der SED-Diktatur auf der Tagesordnung’.90 In 

response, Hans-Joachim Hecker of the governing SPD stated that his party 

agreed that the victims of the SED needed to be properly compensated. He 

accused the CDU, however, of harbouring an ulterior motive. Hecker argued 
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that the CDU wanted to use such a debate to attack the SPD-Green coalition 

government’s record of compensating victims of the East German regime. 

He blamed the CDU government of the 1990s for the fact that so few people 

had received any kind of rehabilitation to date. Silke Stokar von Neuforn 

(Greens) was particularly scathing. She accused the CDU of wanting to 

‘degrade’ 17 June to nothing more than a ‘Berichtstag’.91 The proposal was 

eventually defeated in a vote some time later by a majority of SPD and 

Green members of the Bundestag.92 

 There was similar political controversy at the commemorative ceremony in 

the Bundestag on 17 June 2010. At this event political scientist Gesine 

Schwan addressed the house as guest speaker. Schwan had twice failed in 

her SPD-backed attempts to become Federal President. In her speech, 

Schwan warned politicians about rising poverty in Germany and linked the 

austerity measures taken by the CDU/FDP coalition government to the 

financial squeeze suffered by East German citizens in the run up to 17 June 

1953. Though she made clear that she did not expect a second uprising, she 

did caution that society ‘gärt unter der Oberfläche’.93 During her speech, 

several members of the FDP left the chamber in protest. Amongst them was 

Jörg van Essen who commented later that he could not accept comparison of 

the government’s programme of austerity with that of the SED regime’s 

oppressive measures.94  

 Regardless of these disagreements, only one party sitting in the Bundestag 

has sought since 1990 to appropriate the anniversary of 17 June for its own 

political ends: the far-right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD). The nature of 

the uprising as an anti-communist event has meant that both before and after 
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reunification it has held a certain attraction for groups on the far-right of 

German politics.95 The National Democratic Party (NPD) made efforts to 

appropriate 17 June 1953 in 2008.96 In anticipation of the sixty-fifth 

anniversary of 17 June in 2018, the AfD issued a nationwide call for its 

supporters to mark the date with protests to celebrate what it called the ‘Tag 

der Patrioten’. The AfD urged Germans to demonstrate on 17 June 2018 

against government policies and ‘elites’ and thereby – so the party claimed – 

follow in the tradition of the protesters of 1953. Specifically, it called for 

protests against Federal Chancellor Merkel, her government’s asylum 

policies and against the building of new mosques.97 An event in honour of 

the ‘Tag der Patrioten’ took place on 17 June 2018 in Mödlareuth, a town 

which had been cut in two by the former inner-German border and whose 

northern half lies in Thüringen, with the southern half in Bavaria. At this 

gathering, Björn Höcke, head of the AfD fraction in Thüringen’s regional 

parliament, attempted to speak, but was drowned out by loud music played 

by counter-protesters. Due to a lack of press coverage, it is difficult to 

ascertain reliably how many people across Germany responded to the AfD’s 

call to protest. Police estimate that 350 attended the event in Mödlareuth.98 

A further one hundred people demonstrated in Hanover.99 The AfD’s 

initiative regarding the anniversary of 17 June forms part of a broader 

strategy to attempt to create its own historical legitimacy by co-opting 

historical dates and movements. The party claims to be following in what 

they perceive as the anti-establishment tradition of many of these, including, 

for example, the revolutions of 1848 and 1989, the Wartburg Festival in 

1817 and the Hambach Festival in 1832.100 
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Interestingly, the issue of whether 17 June should be a public 

holiday arose again in April 2018 when mayor of Berlin Michael Müller 

suggested the date (alongside 18 March, 8 May or 27 January) as a 

possibility for an extra public holiday in the city. The fact that such a 

diverse range of dates with no common strand was suggested indicates that 

Müller’s proposal was less about commemorating the perceived meaning or 

values of 17 June and more about finding a notable date for a holiday. This 

demonstrates the rather haphazard way in which some anniversaries can 

enter the commemorative calendar. Federal Commissioner for the Stasi 

Records Ronald Jahn supported the choice of 17 June, stating that ‘Von 

Berlin würde ein Signal der Hoffnung ausgehen, dass Unrecht und 

Unfreiheit überwunden werden können, auch wenn es manchmal sehr lange 

dauert’.101 Der Spiegel noted that the date held particular resonance for 

Berlin, given that the uprising had started in the eastern part of the city.102 

Moreover, polls in Der Tagesspiegel and the Berliner Morgenpost found 

that a majority of readers favoured 17 June, too.103 Several of those who 

voted commented that that they felt that the historical significance of the 

date for Berlin made it the correct choice for a public holiday.104 One 

member of the public, however, called 17 June a ‘für das halbe Volk-

Feiertag’.105 Moreover, another reader echoed the views of quite a few 

others when he wrote: ‘Natürlich wäre es schön, in der Sommerzeit einen 

freien Tag zu haben.’106 This view is similar to that of many West Germans 

before 1990 who had paid little heed to political speeches or wreath-laying 

ceremonies on 17 June, preferring instead simply to enjoy their day off 
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work.107 In January 2019, 8 March – International Women’s Day – was 

selected as Berlin’s new public holiday.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The foregoing analysis of political commemoration of the anniversaries of 

17 June confirms the long-held conclusion that the manner in which 

politicians conduct anniversary commemorations tells us much more about 

their present political concerns and goals than it does about historical 

events. Politicians use historical anniversaries as instruments and 

mechanisms of political power in the present.108 Such events permit them 

not only to legitimise their past actions, but also their current and future 

ones, too.109 The article shows, however, that continuities do exist in 

political mnemonic activity, even though political conditions do not remain 

static and even across political caesura as big as the revolution of 1989. 

Olick’s theory of the ‘genre memory’ of commemorative practices goes 

some way to explaining these continuities. His analysis suggests that 

politicians react to and build on past commemorations to create new ways to 

mark an event.110 This article’s findings support Olick’s conclusion to an 

extent, but also show that political mnemonic activity can be cyclical in 

nature, with past political narratives and positions returning as and when 

circumstances require.  

 Significantly, this article reveals a shift in the interplay between the media 

and politicians when it comes to the extent of political mnemonic activity on 

an anniversary. Until 2003, the attention that politicians paid to 17 June 
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influenced the amount of coverage that the media devoted to it. In 2003, 

however, it was the vast amount of media coverage of the fiftieth 

anniversary of the uprising that drove politicians to mark the date. The 

agenda-setting function of the media in political issues such as foreign 

policy, public welfare, and law and order has long been recognised.111 This 

study shows, however, that the contemporary media’s technology-enabled 

ubiquity has enabled it to expand its remit as agenda-setter into the area of 

political commemoration of historical anniversaries. New media formats 

and platforms make historical memory ever more available to ever 

increasing numbers of people.112 This is particularly important in the context 

of historical anniversaries when one considers that the agenda-setting power 

of the media is particularly potent when it comes to symbolic political 

issues.113 Studies of the drivers behind political mnemonic activity in the 

21st century must now take these factors into account, as well as considering 

how politicians react to and harness them. 

 One might have expected the German political establishment to have by 

now exhausted the political capital of the anniversary of 17 June, especially 

since its raison d'être disappeared in 1990. It seems, however, that German 

politicians have breathed new life into political commemoration of the date 

through their internationalisation of the anniversary. Since 2003, they have 

employed the values of ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’ (which they claim the 

uprising represents) to draw parallels with other European uprisings. This 

has been done in support of an EU-led initiative to create a pan-European 

collective memory culture. Thus, politicians no longer view the political 

capital of anniversaries as restricted by national borders. Whereas 
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commemoration of historical anniversaries was once viewed as a means of 

forging a unified national community, the internationalisation of 

anniversaries demonstrates that they are now a vital political tool for 

creating and strengthening international ties by means of the creation of a 

collective memory that transcends borders. 
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