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1991 - THINGS HAPPENED I NEVER THOUGHT POSSIBLE 

(autobiographical narration) 

Margrit Pawloff, Germany 

A year like any other? No, there is no harmony of years. 

Neither economically, nor metereologically, nor politically. The 

years resemble rather the ups and downs of a stock market. 

And some even recall the pattern of a life approaching its end: 

for me, 1991 was definitely a year with a downward trend. 

The GDR was deleted from the book of history and on its 

way into a footnote after the signing of the so-called Treaty of 

Unification by the chief negotiators of the FRG and the GDR, 

Wolfgang Schäuble and Günther Krause. For forty years it had 

been my life and my identity, it had been my way out of a small 

village in Brandenburg into the capital of the country and onto 

the heights of science.  

It had also been the way to my personal happiness. 

I had the feeling of being pushed out of a moving train 

with no-one there to help me get up on my feet again. The 

section (although it was no longer called „section‟ but had not 

yet become a „faculty‟) of which I used to be the director was 

dissolved. That word was not as drastic as "closed“. On behalf 

of the Minister of Education Meyer, the chancellor of the 

university (formerly: First Prorector) gave me the document of 

dismissal. The new minister had ordered him to hand over the 

documents of dismissal to me and to many other professors 

and lecturers before he himself would get dismissed as well – 

directly by the minister. This procedure was embarrassing and 

degrading for all of us. The justification for the dismissal of the 

lecturers and professors read as follows: “cancellation of the 
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sphere of work“. I no longer held a chair and was sent off into 

unemployment.  

Before that came into force, the chancellor assigned me the 

task of dissolving the department. I had to empty all safes, 

destroy all research reports and dissertations, put all the 

inventory file cards into order, leave the rooms in a clean state 

and hand in the keys. Three events shocked me deeply: During 

a meeting (this English word was used now instead of the 

German) my best assistant denounced me as a Stalinist. 

Together with him, I had organized a good research project on 

a nation-wide scale. I had been his tutor and had assigned 

some lectures to him as well. I had believed that we were on 

the same wave length. 

One after the other, following a strict procedure, the state-

owned academic, political and cultural institutions were 

"dissolved". Not all of them were crippled, closed or simply 

destroyed at one stroke. As if following a weird and evil 

strategy, first the entire party apparatus – starting from the 

Central Committe, including the administrations of districts, 

counties and firms – was dismantled, followed by the state 

apparatus, the Council of Ministers and the State Planning 

Commission, the ministries and district administrations, the 

social organisations, the Free German Trade Union Federation, 

the FDJ (Free German Youth), the Society of German-Soviet 

Friendship and the universities and colleges. 

By proceeding step by step, it was clearly intended to 

prevent the rise of any solidarity or organised resistance. You 

were led to believe that only others were concerned and that 

you yourself would be left alone. As early as 1 January 1991, 

the new Länder took over the tax law and social legislation of 

the Federal Republic of Germany.  

Upon reaching the age of 55, many people were dismissed 

into early retirement. They had to retire, whether they wanted 

to or not. That sounded better than unemployment and did 

not show up in the statistics. Thirty-one days were lacking for 
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my own entry into the retirement procedure. Had I been a 

premature birth, I would have had financial "advantages". 

Instead, after a thorough examination led by a Professor of the 

Free University of Berlin (West), I ended up in unemployment. 

More than ten professors and lecturers, including myself, were 

subjected to such an examination. Only one was allowed to 

continue working. He had long been connected to the 

Friedrich-Ebert-Foundation and was known among academics 

of the GDR for publicly stating: “Will swap chair for roof 

truss”. He claimed to be suffering from an allergy due to the 

bad air in Leipzig, which was confirmed by a doctor he was on 

friendly terms with. After that he built himself a house in the 

surroundings of Berlin.  

The supply of construction materials was poor in Berlin as 

well, yet somewhat better than in Leipzig. DIY centres we did 

not know. He got a chair at the newly founded institute of 

sociology which replaced my former department, while I was 

joining the queue at the employment office in the 

Normannenstrasse. It is an irony of history: the buildings of 

the Ministry for State Security were converted into an 

employment office. Humiliated, I stood behind a professor of 

Asian studies who had transcribed the language of the Khmer 

into phonetics and letters. And I had to show up every week. I 

got paid unemployment benefits every month. I documented 

43 years of work on countless application forms I filled in. The 

graduation periods A and B to obtain a PhD were not 

recognised. In the social legislation of the Federal Republic of 

Germany a case like that did not exist. This meant that four 

and a half years of work were not counted just because a 

doctoral programme with an exemption from work after which 

you could definitely return to your former workplace did not 

exist in the federal-German reality. The lawsuits that followed 

before the social court proved futile. So I have actually been 

deprived of some pension points. And I am not the only one.  
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Every day you could ride for free on all means of transport 

though the entire city. I was afraid. Afraid of the glittering, of 

anything new, of the shop-lifters, of the muggers, of riots 

against the Vietnamese like those in Hoyerswerda, even of the 

Kiefer-bookshop with the wonderful shop windows. Another 

one of my assistants was struck in the back by a k.o.-needle 

and woke up without his ID card and without his 100 

Deutschmarks welcome-money.  

And in the newspapers with their large, glossy, 

colourful pictures and even bigger letters, you could read about 

the role Mikhail Gorbachev had played. His signature can be 

seen on the documents of dissolution of the Comecon, the 

USSR and the Warsaw Pact. I have never been a follower of 

his populistic, brainwashing slogans. The fact that people still 

flatter him, shows what he is, in character and politically. Kohl 

and Gorbachev met in his dacha beside a lake. Kohl could not 

believe that Gorbachev had given him the GDR as a present. 

In 1991 he himself was sacrificed for a higher purpose and 

handed over the reins to the political hope Yeltsin. The Soviet 

Union collapsed like a house of cards. The Baltic states 

declared their sovereignty and the CIS, a union of Russia, 

Belarus and the Ukraine, was founded. The end of the Cold 

War was heralded and Germany was always right in the middle 

of the upheavals. Yet, it was no longer the epicenter of world 

history.  

Our daughter lost her job, too. The board of directors was 

dismissed and the employees were laid off at her workplace, 

Mitropa. The children had a new flat in Marzahn. Our 

daughter started a small jewellery business on the 

small unofficial markets. Sometimes I helped her. The jewellery 

was hung up on racks and displayed on pasteboard tables. 

When the day was done, these racks were put in the boot and 

brought back to the flat. One evening, I left a rack beside the 

car and brought my grandchild to the flat first. When I 

returned, the rack with the jewellery was gone. My daughter 
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called at every door to get the jewellery back. The result was 

meagre.  

And then, a really great happiness came upon me: My 

daughter Katja was pregnant with her second child and I was 

with her when the child was born. Still under the impression of 

that big event, I wrote everything down and gave him that 

report on the occasion of his acquiring adult status at the age 

of 14. The little boy is now 18 and has finished secondary high 

school. And he loves Martha.  

Everywhere in town, unofficial markets popped up. The 

former GDR became a prolonged counter of crisis-stricken 

companies from the former federal republic. Fishmongers and 

cheese merchants, cheap clothes, bags, new state-subsidised 

armour-plated doors, door-to-door carpet salesmen, burglary, 

hawkers and scissors grinders not only changed the picture of a 

well-regulated life but increasingly determined it.  

Niko got a job with a film producer in West Berlin. I was 

helplessly standing off-side. And I was grieving. With a sore 

heart I witnessed the fall of one fortress after another. After 

the death of Rohwedder (who had really ordered his 

assassination?) the Treuhand agency under Birgit Breuel 

changed into an agressive kraken, transferring the assets of the 

GDR for nothing into the hands of powerful trusts, thus 

paving the road for all sorts of hangers-on. And I was sitting 

there, grieving. I had not been prepared for this. I learnt that 

some colleagues had gone to court against their dismissal. 

Their claim was denied, but they were granted compensation. I 

was helpless like a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car.  

It was only after I had awoken from my numbness - 1991 

was coming to a close - that my life changed. And it changed 

thoroughly.  
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Jury motivation 

The Fall of the Wall on 9 November 1989 changed the lives of 

many people in east and west. The social and political changes in 

the Eastern Bloc and the collapse of the GDR initiated the 

reunification process of the two German states. This historically 

unique process proved to be highly complex and there is still 

something that separates Eastern and Western Germany to the 

present day. The “Wall in people’s heads” proved to be especially 

persistent. Experts are of the opinion that it will take another two 

to three generations until this wall too is completely torn down. 

The story by Margrit Pawloff deals with the radical reorganisation 

of the economic system of the former GDR. It had been agreed 

that experts from the Federal Republic of Germany were to 

inspect GDR facilities. As a result, several institutes were closed 

down and their employees were laid off. Margrit Pawloff’s 

contribution gives an account of her personal story, the story of a 

professor who lost her job as a consequence of these 

reorganisation measures. By describing perhaps lesser-known 

aspects of Germany’s re-unification process, her story poses a 

question of a more general nature: is there a conflict between 

Europe’s inclination towards free-market policies and the needs 

and feelings of its people?  There are many voices today calling 

for a greater regulatory role of European institutions in 

controlling the dysfunctional mechanisms of finance and free 

markets; the re-emergence of neo-liberalist policies in recent 

decades (not only in Europe but throughout the world) has in 

effect produced an increase in poverty and a weakening of the 

social state. The great change which with the fall of the Berlin 

wall in 1989 marked a turning point in the history of Europe, has 

brought with it another challenge: overcoming mental barriers, as 

well as ensuring the right to equal opportunity for all of Europe’s 

inhabitants. 
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General information on the story 

 

1991 - Things Happened I Never Thought Possible 

Thematic area: 
 

Pathways through Europe -  
I remember.... 

Time of the narrated events:  
 

1989 - 1991 

Geographical places where the 
events narrated took place: 
 

Berlin, Germany 

Time the work was produced:  
 

2009 
 

Read or download this story and others from the digital archive: 
http://www.europeanmemories.eu/eng/Stories 
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