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Dear friends of the IFDDR and the Zetkin Forum,

On 21 April 1946, the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and the Social Democratic Party
(SPD) merged to form the Socialist Unity Party (SED), thereby uniting the organised labour
movement in the Soviet occupation zone of a shattered, post-war Germany. After three
decades of fratricidal division and twelve years of vicious repression under fascism, the
German labour movement was reconstituted upon a revolutionary Marxist basis. This was —
according to the advocates of the new party — the prerequisite for ensuring that war would
never again be waged from German soil. Eighty years later, the party and the state it led
have been abolished, and Germany is once again arming itself for war. Reason enough to re-
examine the SED and its historical significance.



https://ifddr.org/en/dossier-the-founding-of-the-socialist-unity-party-of-germany-sed/

Today, the dominant bourgeois historiography portrays this pivotal moment in German
history as a “forced merger” (Zwangsvereinigung) — a union imposed upon unwilling social
democrats by Moscow. The charge of “coercion” has become so thoroughly embedded in
popular discourse that it is today widely accepted and uncritically reproduced, even by much
of the political left. The DDR was summarily dismissed as an “unjust state” (Unrechtstaat),
and the “forced merger” of the KPD and SPD was cast as the original sin — the genesis of
what was branded the “SED dictatorship” in the East. Such contestations over collective
memory are proof that the writing of history is never a neutral enterprise, but an active site
of struggle between class interests and ideologies. This has prompted us to compile a new
dossier to mark the 80th anniversary of the founding of the SED. With contributions from
three historians, we shed light on the specific circumstances surrounding this controversial
turning point in German history. In doing so, we examine important yet hitherto little-
noticed aspects in order to offer a more nuanced perspective.

Many existing accounts of the merger too often fixate on the narrow question of whether
the Soviet Military Administration intervened in the unification process in late 1945 and
early 1946. What the “forced merger” narrative invariably downplays is the elementary fact
that Germany was a militarily occupied country at the time, as the Wehrmacht had
unconditionally surrendered to the Anti-Hitler Coalition in May 1945. Intervention in
domestic affairs by foreign military administration is the very definition of occupation. One
need only recall the significant interference by Western military administrations in their
respective zones — e.g., the thwarting of democratic referenda on nationalisation and land
reform initiatives, the prohibition of the SED and cross-industry trade unions, the violent
suppression of protests by the US military, etc. — to dispel any notion that political
encroachment was the exclusive preserve of Soviet “dictatorial practices” in post-war
Germany. The more historically decisive question, and the one this dossier sets out to
address, is whether Soviet imposition was the determining factor in bringing the SED into
existence. Was this new party artificially constructed by Moscow or did it represent the
genuine will of its 1.3 million founding members? And, related to this question, was the
“Bolshevization” of the SED that followed in 1948/49 pre-programmed by the communists as
part of a secret plot or was it the product of the subsequent partition of Germany and the
need to adapt to new conditions?

Reports of the widespread desire for unity — in both East and West Germany — and statistics
on the composition of the fledgling party make it clear that the narrative of a ‘forced
merger’ is unfounded. The decisive driving force behind the merger was the historical lesson
learned from the Weimar era and the twelve years of fascist rule. In the concentration
camps, unity between Communists and Social Democrats had become a matter of course.
Following the liberation on 8 May 1945, an anti-capitalist mood prevailed throughout
Germany. Calls for the prosecution of war profiteers, for agrarian reform and for the
expropriation of the monopoly bourgeoisie found resonance far beyond the Soviet
occupation zone and the organised labour movement. Even the conservative forces of the
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) called for socialism and far-reaching nationalisations in
1947. The shared experience of suffering under fascism thus created a common basis for
anti-fascist, democratic renewal in post-war Germany. This dossier makes it clear that this —
and not coercion — was the most important driving force behind cross-party unity after 1945.


https://ifddr.org/en/neutral-democratic-germany/
https://ifddr.org/en/neutral-democratic-germany/
https://ifddr.org/en/neutral-democratic-germany/

Otto Grotewohl delivers a speech at the May Day mass rally in Berlin in 1946.

Yet the unification process itself was a battleground. The ‘old guard’ of both parties had to
confront the mistrust that had built up over decades and dare to engage in a self-critical
reappraisal of the failed political strategies of the Weimar era (1918—-1933). Within the KPD,
the ‘new political line’ met with resistance in certain circles, as it represented a significant
departure from the established practice of communist parties — a reorientation of the party
away from the cadre model towards a broader ‘catch-all party’. Within the SPD, a deep rift
quickly emerged between those who wanted to draw genuine lessons from the mistakes of
the past and those who clung to anti-communism and reformism. For those who sought to
sabotage unity, this tense and emotionally charged atmosphere naturally offered ample
opportunity for disruption and manipulation. The articles in this dossier outline these
conflicts and demonstrate how unity was strengthened through the joint struggle for an
anti-fascist, democratic revolution.



During our online discussion on 21 April, we were able to discuss Die Griindung I
this question with Hans Bauer, the former Deputy Attorney General |[GEEEEATY Hans Bauer
of the GDR. Hans offered further insights into the background to 80 Jahren
reunification and the nature of the fledgling SED. He placed the
significance of this party within the history of the German labour
movement and explained how internal party problems arose in its
later years. Anyone wishing to listen can find the recording here (in
German). online
The founding of the SED will undoubtedly remain a controversial P |
topic in German historiography. It is undeniable, however, that history has ultimately
confirmed the logic on which the party was founded: the demands that moved the German
people in 1945 and 1946 — the socialisation of the economy, the overcoming of capitalism
and the profound anti-fascist transformation of society — were realised only in the East.

In West Germany, the lofty promises of socialism, initially put forward by the CDU and SPD,
were quickly abandoned. The labour movement remained divided, anti-communism was
reintroduced as state doctrine, and the peace movement was criminalised. Nazi war
profiteers retained their positions, and monopoly capitalism was restored. Only the SED —
with its hundreds of thousands of members — was in a position to advance the historic
demands of the labour movement. Without the unified party, there would have been no
GDR and no socialism on German soil. This makes it all the more necessary to engage
seriously with the history of the SED, beyond the sweeping condemnations of bourgeois
historiography — for it was within this party that Germany’s first and only experiences with
socialist construction were lived, gathered and preserved for posterity.

Online Discussion: The anti-imperialist struggle in West
Africa

The anti- Tuesday To mark ‘Africa Liberation Day’ (25 May), we are
dedicating our next online discussion on Tuesday 19

imperialist May 19 May at 7.00 pm to the current struggles in West Africa.
struggle in
West Africa Since 2023, the Alliance of Sahel States (AES) has been
online pursuing an anti-colonial course in the region and has
discussion been punished for this by the West with severe

WIth'  sanctions and smear campaigns. We would like to
N;:wh::‘a;i examine the origins of this anti-imperialist wave in West

Africa and discuss the challenges it currently faces. What

is the nature of the AES governments? How have these
states developed in recent years? And what significance
does this have for the current shifts in the international
balance of power?

register
online


https://ifddr.org/online-diskussion-die-gruendung-der-sed-vor-80-jahren/
https://zetkin.forum/publications/la-france-degage/
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https://connexus.civicrm.org/civicrm/event/info?reset=1&id=7

Nicholas Mwangi, a writer for People’s Dispatch, will join the discussion. He publishes
regularly on current developments in the Sahel and on pan-African issues.

Exhibition: The History of International Workers’ Day

Together with the Kiezhaus Agnes Reinhold (Berlin-Wedding),
@ we have put together an exhibition to outline the history and
development of May Day since 1886.

At a time of increasing attacks on workers’ rights and the shift
towards a war economy, this day of struggle for the working
GESCHICHTE DES class is taking on new significance. This exhibition offers
INTERNATIC NALEN insights into key historical moments of May Day and highlights

how the workers’ struggle was, and continues to be, linked to
)17 anti-colonialism. We also examine the differing significance of
- ‘ the holiday in the two German states after 1945, as well as its

Kiszhaus importance in Africa, Asia and Latin America.
Berin-Wedding 01.05.—22.05.26

The exhibition can be accessed in English via the QR-codes on the boards.
Opening hours: Tuesdays 6—8 pm, Thursdays 11 am—2 pm, Sundays 2-5 pm
Venue: Kiezhaus Agnes Reinhold, Afrikanische Stral3e 74, 13351 Berlin — Wedding

Exhibition dates: 1 May to 31 May 2026 (extended)

New position in the Federal Voluntary Service starting
in September 2026!

Are you interested in joining us? From this autumn, we are once again offering a position as
part of Germany’s Federal Voluntary Service (Bundesfreiwilligendienst). If you are under 27,
have an interest in history, enjoy research, and like to present content in creative ways,
please get in touch!
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We are looking for support with the filming and editing of interviews, as well as with
research and the further expansion of our online archive. To help us distribute our content,
we could really use some help with designing educational materials and managing social
media, and we also invite you to get involved in organising and running seminars,
workshops, and discussion events.

The Federal Voluntary Service can be undertaken for either 30 or 35 hours a week. More

information about the terms and conditions can be found here. Please feel free to contact us
directly via mail (contact[at]zetkin-forum.org) if you are interested!

Support us!

We appreciate any support that helps us to continue our scientific work in these difficult
times and to make it available to the public. Your support helps us to share our research
results and findings with the world. If you would like to support us in this, please
recommend us to others, invite us to speak, and, if possible, consider making a donation —

every contribution helps!
Red May greetings,

Your team at the IFDDR and the Zetkin Forum


https://fj-beteiligung.de/starten/
https://zetkin.forum/donate/

