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East Germany’s Key Role in Soviet Policy in the
Middle East

✣ Jeffrey Herf

The Middle East was one of the crucial battleªelds of the global
Cold War between the Soviet Union and the West. It was also a region in
which Communist East Germany played a remarkable yet underexamined
role in the Soviet bloc’s antagonism toward Israel. From 1953, when the Ger-
man Democratic Republic (GDR) signed its ªrst trade agreement with Egypt,
until 1989, when the Communist regime in the GDR collapsed, East Ger-
many opposed the state of Israel and supported Israel’s enemies in the Arab
world. From the mid-1960s until 1989, but especially from 1967 to the mid-
1980s, both the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies, including the GDR,
were engaged in an undeclared state of war with Israel. Although the Soviet
Union and its allies declared support for a negotiated settlement of the Mid-
dle East conºict, their diplomacy and propaganda aimed to delegitimize Is-
rael’s right to exist. The USSR and its East European allies became the pri-
mary military and economic supporters of Israel’s Arab enemies. The GDR
was especially enthusiastic about the policy. The undeclared war in which
East Germany participated encompassed propaganda assaults on Israel at the
United Nations (UN) as well as a broad range of diplomatic, economic, mili-
tary, and intelligence activities that formed the basis for alliances with Egypt
up to 1975, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, Hafez al-Assad’s Syria, and the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) and its various terrorist splinter groups.

The intensiªcation of East Germany’s hostility toward Israel, reaching a
state of undeclared war, marked the second time in the twentieth century that
a German government adopted policies that resulted in signiªcant amounts
of death, injury, and suffering to Jews. The latter episode was not remotely
comparable to the Nazi Holocaust in Europe, but it was both morally sig-
niªcant and politically consequential for events in the Middle East. The
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Soviet Union played a role in stoking tension and conºict in the Middle
East and in several decades of terrorism waged by the PLO and other Palestin-
ian terrorist groups, thwarting attempts at a compromise peace. If the Soviet
bloc had been fully successful in its policy, the likely result would have been
the destruction of the state of Israel in the 1970s or 1980s and with it the ex-
pulsion of almost two million Jews from the region. Historians of the anti-
cosmopolitan purges in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe of the early
1950s have examined the rapid shift by the Soviet Union and the East Euro-
pean states from early support for the creation of Israel in 1948 to antagonism
toward Israel and a growing military and economic alliance with Arab coun-
tries seeking to destroy Israel.1 Despite the GDR’s effort to claim an anti-
fascist mantle, the Communist regime took part in this bloc-wide purge and
anti-Semitic campaign. Members of the Socialist Unity Party of Germany
(Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschland, or SED, the ruling party of Com-
munist East Germany) who favored support for the Jewish state were driven
out of positions of inºuence. The most inºuential and outspoken supporters
of Israel endured secret trials based on trumped-up accusations of having par-
ticipated in conspiracies organized by Israel and the United States to over-
throw the Communist regimes. Those who remained in power in the GDR
and elsewhere in the Soviet bloc adopted hostility toward Israel as a necessary
and logical aspect of the broader Communist assault on Western (especially
U.S.) “imperialism” and its interests in the Middle East.

The anti-cosmopolitan purges from 1949 to 1953 thus signaled that the
Soviet Union and its East European allies were abandoning their wartime sup-
port of Europe’s Jews and embracing hostility toward Zionism and Israel.
From then on, the Soviet bloc armed and supported the Arab states against Is-
rael. In this article I offer results of research in progress on the policy conse-
quences of the anti-Zionist and anti-Israel turn of the early 1950s for Soviet
and East German foreign, military, intelligence, propaganda, and economic
policies from the 1960s to the early 1980s.2 Both the public and the archival
evidence indicates that whether under the leadership of Walter Ulbricht or his
successor, Erich Honecker, the SED Politbüro—the key decision-making
body in the East German dictatorship—joined in the assault on Israel with
great enthusiasm and passion. What began under Ulbricht intensiªed when,
in May 1971, Honecker succeeded him as SED General Secretary.3

Until 1989 the East German government never dissented from Soviet
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anti-Zionist orthodoxy.4 On the contrary, the post-Nazi regime adopted anti-
Zionism as a key element of its foreign policy both because of Marxist-
Leninist ideological conviction and because of the resulting deªnition of na-
tional self-interest. To be sure, as the historian of East German foreign policy
Hermann Wentker and previous historians have pointed out, East Germany’s
foreign policy operated within “narrow limits” set by the Soviet Union.5 Yet
the leaders of the GDR displayed an enthusiasm and passion that exceeded
what is suggested by terms such as “satellite” or “tool” of Soviet policy. The
enthusiasm, initiative, and passion with which the GDR threw itself and its
modest but real political, ideological, and military resources into the battle
against Israel is remarkable. To be sure, the driving force of Soviet bloc anti-
Zionism was the USSR. Yet the GDR was not a reluctant participant. As the
internal documents of the regime conªrm, the public denunciations of Zion-
ism that came from East Berlin were matched by identical sentiments voiced
in conªdential memoranda and when speaking to their Communist allies, to
Arab states, and to the Palestinian terror organizations. East Germany was a
loyal, ªrm, and unwavering ally of those in the Middle East whose policies, if
successful, would have led to the defeat of Israel’s armed forces and thus to the
destruction of the Jewish state.

Several hundred West German terrorists and their thousands of support-
ers and apologists captured the attention of the West German and world
media and also drew the attention of scholars far more than East Germany
did.6 Although the Red Army Faction (RAF) was responsible for more than
30 murders and assorted bank robberies and explosions in West Germany,
neither the RAF nor other West German terrorist organizations had the ca-
pacity to inºuence the course of events in the Middle East. The East German
regime, as part of the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact, had far greater ability to make a
difference in the Middle East. The GDR had armed forces, a modest arms
industry, a controlled press, embassies and consulates around the world, for-
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midable secret police and intelligence agencies, institutes for military training,
and government-controlled universities that offered ideological messages to
young students coming from Third World countries. The GDR had the sin-
ews of war and the instruments of propaganda and diplomacy, and it used
these in support of Israel’s Arab adversaries.

The East German shift to active hostility toward Israel resulted from a
conjuncture of Communist ideology, Soviet power politics, and competition
with West Germany. The GDR’s ªrst trade agreement was signed with Egypt
in 1953, and other agreements followed with Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen in
1955 and 1956. These agreements were accompanied by denunciations of
“Israeli aggression” and of Israel’s West German supporters.7 In 1957, GDR
Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl wrote to Gamal Adbel Nasser that the East
German struggle against the forces of “fascism and militarism” in West Ger-
many required close relations with Egypt. He thus placed the legacy of
German anti-fascism in the service of establishing close relations with Israel’s
primary adversary at the time. In 1959, Grotewohl visited Nasser in Cairo.8

In 1958, Gerhard Weiss, who became the coordinator of East German weap-
ons shipments to Third World countries in the 1970s, told a press conference
in Baghdad that although the GDR had “no relations of any kind with Israel,”
West Germany’s “so-called reparations payments” were “making an essential
contribution to Israel’s material and moral strength,” which had been repeat-
edly felt “in the imperialist policy of hostility against the Arabs.9

From 24 February to 2 March 1965, SED General Secretary Ulbricht vis-
ited Cairo. There he spoke about a “common struggle” against shared ene-
mies. He denounced Israel as “an imperialist outpost in Arab space,” attacked
West German military cooperation with Israel, and said that East Germans
and Egyptians met on the common terrain of anti-imperialism and socialism.
The two governments signed an agreement for expanded university and cul-
tural exchanges.10 East Germany at this point also joined the Soviet-bloc pro-
gram of arms shipments to Egypt.
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On 7 March 1965 the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG—West Ger-
many) announced its decision to offer formal diplomatic recognition to Israel,
and on 14 March the Israelis accepted the offer to negotiate. Over the next
two days, a majority of the thirteen states of the Arab League voted to break
diplomatic relations with Bonn, and six—Egypt, Iraq, Yemen, Algeria, Sudan,
and Kuwait—indicated a readiness to offer formal diplomatic recognition to
East Germany. Hostility to Israel played a key role in achieving East Ger-
many’s goal of achieving diplomatic recognition from states beyond the Soviet
bloc and thus to defeat West German efforts to maintain the GDR’s diplo-
matic isolation.11 Upon returning to East Berlin from Cairo, Ulbricht spoke
about a political battle against “the imperialist military foundation of Israel”
and its supporters in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and
West Germany. In his view, the issue of Israel was utterly separate from “the
suffering and injustice inºicted by the criminal Hitler regime on the Jewish
citizens of Germany and other European states.”12 East Germany found com-
mon cause with Egypt and other Arab states opposed to imperialism, not with
Israel, which had established ties to the West. The serene and untroubled
conªdence with which Ulbricht defended a policy of East German antago-
nism toward Israel remained a striking feature of East German Communism.

The Context of East German Policy

The political, ideological, and moral arguments that supported the GDR’s de-
cisive tilt against Israel and toward the Arabs had been developing since the
late 1940s. In 1965, Ulbricht’s succinct public statements revealed this think-
ing in the SED’s higher organs to a broader audience. Ulbricht’s visit to Cairo
made clear that antagonism toward Zionism and Israel was both a matter of
deep ideological conviction and the political lever that had pried open the
previously unattainable goal of international diplomatic recognition.13 This
mutually reinforcing quality of Communist ideology, power politics, and na-
tional self-interest contributed to the passion and enthusiasm of East Ger-
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many’s undeclared war with Israel, as well as to an obliviousness toward the
peculiarity of a self-described anti-fascist German government denouncing
the Jewish state and making common cause with its avowed enemies.

Recently declassiªed reports of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) on Communist countries’ aid to Third World countries enable us
to place East German efforts into the context of Soviet and East European
military and economic assistance to less-developed countries (LDCs) from
the 1960s to 1989. From 1955 to 1979, Communist states concluded
military agreements worth $52.77 billion with non-Communist LDCs. Of
this total, some $47.34 billion, or about 90 percent, came from the Soviet
Union, $4.285 billion (9 percent) came from the states of Eastern Europe,
and $1.145 billion (2 percent) came from China. During that same period,
$39.67 billion of arms were delivered. Of that ªgure, $35.34 billion or
89 percent was delivered by the Soviet Union, $3.405 billion or 9 percent by
the states of Eastern Europe, and $940 million or about 2 percent by China.14

The CIA reports also include extensive information about weapons deliv-
eries to speciªc countries and regions. The list of countries with which the So-
viet Union concluded arms agreements makes apparent the emphasis Moscow
placed on the Middle East in its assessment of the global balance of forces.
From 1956 to 1979, the USSR signed agreements with countries in North
Africa worth $10.96 billion. The ªgure for sub-Saharan Africa was $4.64 bil-
lion; for East Asia, $8.9 billion; for Latin America, $970 million; for
South Asia, $5.4 billion; and for the Middle East, $24.45 billion. From
1956 to 1979 the USSR delivered arms worth $7.17 billion to North Africa;
$3.53 billion to sub-Saharan Africa; $885 million to East Asia; $675 million
to Latin America; $4.41 billion to South Asia; and $18.68 billion to the Mid-
dle East.15 Thus, from 1955 to 1974, approximately 52 percent of Soviet mili-
tary agreements and military deliveries to LDCs went to the countries of the
Middle East. In 1974, the Soviet Union gave $1.1 billion in military aid to all
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of the Third World. Of that, $937 million, or 85 percent, went to the coun-
tries of the Middle East and the Persian Gulf, including $250 million to Iran,
$345 million to Iraq, and $416 million to Syria.16 Of the $3.83 billion in mil-
itary agreements signed by the Soviet-bloc countries with Egypt from 1955 to
1974, $3.52 billion came from the Soviet Union, $359 million from Czecho-
slovakia, $28 million from Hungary, $5 million from Poland, and $6 million
from East Germany.17 The CIA estimated that from 1956 to 1974, the Soviet-
bloc countries signed agreements with Syria worth $2.27 billion, of which
$1.86 billion came from the Soviet Union. In May and October of 1973, just
before and during the Yom Kippur War, East Germany delivered weapons
worth $12 million. Yet its contribution was far less than Czechoslovakia’s
($111 million).18 For 1974, the CIA reported that the vast bulk of weapons
from the Soviet bloc to the Middle East came from the USSR ($937 million)
followed in order by Czechoslovakia ($56 million), Bulgaria ($49 million),
Romania ($22 million), Hungary ($15 million), and East Germany, which
shipped only $4 million worth of weapons.

In a 1979 report, the CIA offered evidence of the mutually reinforcing
impact of the USSR’s strategic focus on the Middle East with the signiªcant
commercial, hard currency beneªts to be gained by arms sales to the Arab
states in the aftermath of the large increases in global oil prices that followed
the 1973 war. The report divides the $47.34 billion of Soviet military agree-
ments with non-Communist LDCs into four periods: $690 million in 1955–
1959; $3.83 billion in 1960–1966 (the years preceding the Six-Day Mideast
War of 1967); $8.67 billion in 1967–1973 (for resupplies of the Arab states);
and $34.16 billion in 1974–1979. The document indicates that the ªvefold
increase in arms agreements in the 1974–1979 period stemmed from hugely
expanded shipments to Arab countries: “Four major Arab clients [Iraq, Syria,
Algeria, and Morocco] accounted for more than 70 percent of the total sales
[around the world] in 1974–79.”19 The report concludes that rapid growth in
Soviet arms sales had been stimulated by
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the 1967 and 1973 Middle East wars which triggered unprecedented Soviet sup-
ply operations to the Arab belligerents; the opening of Moscow’s modern weap-
ons arsenal to LDCs as a reaction to Israel’s deep penetration raids of Egypt in
1970; and the emphasis on raising commercial and ªnancial returns from arms
sales following the rise in oil prices in 1973/74. . . . [In] the lucrative Middle
East arms market [the Soviet Union] could no longer be identiªed as a seller of
last resort purveying outmoded, reconditioned equipment. The $750 million
arms deal with Egypt in 1970 provided advanced SA-2 and SA-3 surface-to-air
missiles (previously deployed only in the USSR and Eastern Europe) and 7,500
soldiers to maintain them.20

This was the ªrst time the Soviet Union had provided “combat units to oper-
ate modern equipment in Third World countries.”21

In October 1983 the CIA drew on reports from U.S. embassies and the
East German and world press to issue “East Germany: Soviet Partner in
the LDCs,” which assessed the importance of East German activities in the
context of the overall efforts of Communist countries, especially the USSR.22

East Germany’s military supply program had begun in 1964. From then until
1983, GDR arms sales accounted for less than 3 percent of Warsaw Pact sales
to the Third World. During those two decades the GDR had “signed military
sales agreements worth $860 million with about 30 LDCs calling primarily
for the supply of vehicles, artillery, small arms and ammunition. Sales ex-
ceeded $300 million in 1982 alone, largely reºecting radical Arab states.”
Since 1955, East Germany had signed economic agreements “totaling nearly
$3 billion with some 50 LDCs.”23 Although the amount of arms sent abroad
by East Germany was less than that of other East European regimes, the CIA
concluded that “of the USSR’s Warsaw Pact allies, East Germany plays the
most active role in support of Soviet objectives in the Third World.”24 In ad-
dition to supplying crucial weapons to pro-Soviet Marxist regimes in South
Yemen, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Angola, and Nicaragua, “East Germany has
provided assistance to the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), Syria and
Iraq in support of Soviet Middle East policies.” From 1964 to 1977, only
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29.2 percent of East Germany’s $150 million worth of weapons sales went to
the Middle East (70 percent went to sub-Saharan Africa), but from 1978 to
1982 some 78.2 percent of the GDR’s $710 million in arms sales went to the
Middle East. From 1964 to 1982, East Germany signed arms agreements
with Middle Eastern countries worth $600 million and delivered $350 mil-
lion worth of arms. These ªgures amounted to 70 percent of GDR agree-
ments with and 60 percent of GDR arms deliveries to the LDCs. In 1982, of
the 1,000 to 1,500 East German intelligence and military advisers working
in the LDCs, 300–550 were in the Middle East.25 From 1955 to 1982, East
Germany extended $800 million in economic aid to the Middle East, a ªgure
that constituted 26 percent of the $2.976 billion dollars in aid it had extended
to LDCs. The largest recipients were Egypt before Anwar el-Sadat deªnitively
broke with the Soviet bloc in 1975 ($264 million), Iran ($100 million), Iraq
($84 million), and Syria ($250 million).26 The East Germans were also active
in training journalists, and the GDR’s ofªcial news service, ADA, supplied
material to foreign media. The CIA estimated that from 1978 to 1982,
18,000 students, many from Africa and the Middle East received academic
training in East Germany.27

The CIA analysts wrote that East Germany was “an active partner in the
USSR’s drive to increase Communist presence and inºuence in the Third
World.” Though its programs were small compared to the Soviet efforts, they
had “grown in size and scope to the point where East Germany now provides
a number of complementary services that serve Moscow’s foreign policy inter-
ests.” Such services included “developing local security and intelligence ser-
vices, establishing party and media links, and providing technical training
courses,” as well as consolidating pro-Soviet regimes in “Angola, Mozam-
bique, Ethiopia, South Yemen, and Syria.”28 The CIA analysts concluded that
“East Germany’s investment has paid off well in gains in international recog-
nition and prestige.” Whereas in 1970 the GDR was recognized by only seven
non-Communist countries, by 1982 it had “formal relations with over 130
and assistance agreements with 50.” East Germany had “gained inºuence and
respect, particularly in Africa and the Middle East where it has established
close relations with a number of countries as well as with many of the leading
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African revolutionary movements and the PLO” and had “signed treaties of
friendship and cooperation with Angola, Mozambique, Ethiopia, South Ye-
men, and Afghanistan and a joint declaration of friendship and cooperation
with Syria.”29 The archives of the East German Ministry for National Defense
and Ministry for State Security (the Stasi) as well as the archives of the SED
and GDR council of ministers offer a wealth of additional information about
East German weapons deliveries that conªrms and enriches the picture of-
fered by the CIA.30

Because Soviet and East German engagement in an undeclared war
against Israel was connected to the major wars in the Middle East of 1967,
1973, and 1982, the East German interpretation of and response to the Six
Day War offers a sensible place to begin. Although the Six Day War of June
1967 was an event of enormous importance in the Middle East and in the
global Cold War, it was not a turning point for East Germany’s policy toward
the Middle East. East German trade relations with Egypt began in the 1950s,
and the GDR’s support for the Arab states surged after 1965. As East Ger-
many’s minister for national defense, Heinz Hoffmann, wrote to Walter
Ulbricht on 5 August 1970, “since 1965” East Germany had sent “weapons
and equipment” to Egypt, Syria, Yemen, and Iraq.31

Although the East German turn against Israel long predated the Six-Day
Mideast War, the response to the war by the Soviet bloc, including East Ger-
many, is noteworthy because it brought these well-established views and rela-
tionships to the attention of a much larger international audience. On 7 June
1967, two days after the war began, the SED Politbüro along with ofªcials
from the GDR Foreign and Defense Ministries met in East Berlin to consider
the events in the Middle East.32 The Politbüro was composed of veteran
Communists, led by Ulbricht.33 The assembled ofªcials decided to assure
Egyptian and Syrian leaders that “in connection with Israeli aggression, mate-
rial support will be offered by the GDR to both states.” The Politbüro or-
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dered Foreign Minister Otto Winzer to contact the General Secretary of the
Arab League to convey the SED’s condemnation of Israeli aggression and ex-
press solidarity with the Arab states. The Politbüro also ordered the media to
highlight the legal position of the Arab states, to condemn “Israel’s aggressive
role and its conspiracies with the USA, Great Britain, and West Germany,”
and to explain “the anti-imperialist stance of the GDR.”34 The National
Council of the National Front, led by Albert Norden, was to publish “state-
ments by Jewish citizens of the GDR that express indignation about the
Israeli aggression and the Israel-Washington-Bonn conspiracy.”35

The SED Politbüro then ordered Prime Minister Stoph to see that East
German “weapons and equipment now in the UAR [United Arab Republic;
i.e., Egypt]” could be “used according to their [the Egyptian and Syrian gov-
ernments’] own judgment,” and to “give priority to fulªlling the requests of
the UAR and the Syrian Arab Republic for deliveries of goods in the non-
civilian [i.e., military] area.”36 Stoph was to send medical supplies to Egypt
and Syria, make preparations for accepting their wounded soldiers and chil-
dren “whose parents were victims of Israeli aggression,” and send unspeciªed
specialists from the GDR to support the Arab states. Finally the “German-
Arab Society” in collaboration with the Foreign Ministry was ordered “to or-
ganize measures of solidarity with the Arab peoples.”37 In the resulting “Soli-
darity Action Middle East” from June to September 1967, medical supplies,
tents, ªre-ªghting equipment, and textiles worth 5.25 million East German
Marks (DDM) were sent on seventeen ºights to Egypt, eight to Syria, three to
Iraq, two to Jordan, and one to Algeria.38

Klaus Storkmann’s extensive research on East German arms deliveries to
the Third World indicates that the East Germans sent 30 MiG-17F ªghter
jets to Egypt in August 1967 and twenty more in 1968. In June 1967 alone,
East German arms deliveries to Egypt included 35 Soviet T-34/85 tanks;
48 82-millimeter (mm) grenade launchers; twelve 57-mm Soviet anti-tank
cannons; six 120-mm grenade launchers; thirteen 107-mm Soviet recoilless
riºes; 130 sniper riºes; 1,800 K9 carbines; and 80 7.9-mm light machine
guns. The deliveries also included several varieties of AK-47 Kalashnikov
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35. Ibid., pp. 8–9.

36. Ibid., p. 9.

37. Ibid.

38. Ehrlich to Büro des Ministerrates Arbeitsgruppe Dr. Weiß z. Hd. Genossen Rademann, [East]
Berlin, 16 November 1967, in Bundesarchiv Berlin (BAB), DC 20/13002 Ministerrates, pp. 96–101;
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arabischen Ländern,” [East] Berlin, 3 November 1967, in BAB, DC 20/13002 Ministerrates, pp. 96–
101.



machine guns along with the appropriate ammunition: 5,000 Kalashnikov
7.62-mm machine guns with 600,000 7.62-mm bullets; 6,000 MPi 41
Kalashnikov machine guns; and 3,500 Kalashnikov 43/44 machine guns with
11 million 7.62-mm bullets and 5 million 7.9-mm bullets; that is, 14,500
Kalashnikovs and 16.6 million bullets.39 All these deliveries remained secret.

On 15 June 1967, Ulbricht gave a major address in Leipzig that became a
classic statement of Communist anti-Zionism. The speech was published on
the front page of Neues Deutschland. Whereas Islamists have incorporated the
conspiracy theories of European anti-Semites who place an international Jew-
ish conspiracy at the center of their hatreds, Ulbricht placed “U.S. imperial-
ism” and its “global strategy” at the center of his concerns. He declared that
along with the war in Vietnam the “imperialists” were conducting “another,
no less criminal military aggression in the Middle East.”40 He asserted that the
Six-Day Mideast War had arisen not because of Arab threats to destroy Israel
or because of movements of Arab armies closer to Israel’s borders or because of
Nasser’s demands that UN peacekeeping forces be withdrawn from the Sinai
and his decision to blockade the Gulf of Aqaba. Instead the war had arisen be-
cause “imperialist colonial rulers” were seeking to prevent the Arab countries
from attaining economic independence and were aiming to secure “imperial-
ist exploitation” of the riches of the region, that is, access to its oil. The Israeli
government, Ulbricht claimed, had made itself into a “tool of a new, despica-
ble imperialist aggression” and had “brought shame and disgrace on itself by
playing the role of an imperialist aggressor against the Arab states.”41

Ulbricht attacked West German restitution payments to Israel. Israel, he
argued, had been “pumped full” of military goods by the United States and
West Germany, including “several hundred million dollars” worth of goods
sent by West Germany as “‘restitution” for “the Jewish citizens of Poland,
Czechoslovakia, and many other countries murdered by the Nazi regime.”42
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The Six-Day Mideast War, he added, was not a matter of “the survival of the
Jews.” Rather it was a matter of “class conºict between monopolistic oil inter-
ests and their imperialist governments on the one hand, and the Arab peoples,
on the other.” The imperialists wanted to prevent Egypt, Syria, Algeria, and
other Arab states from following a “non-capitalist” path. It was both shameful
and “tragic” that Israel was engaging in “imperialist aggression” because many
people in Israel “have our sympathy” after what they had endured under
Nazism. Rather than uphold human rights, “the government and militarists
of the state of Israel [then still led by the Labor Party] are apparently blinded
by chauvinism, racial madness, and class prejudice” so that they “believe they
can violate the demands of international law and human rights.”43

Ulbricht dismissed the notion that “the survival of the Jews” in Israel
was at stake. He blamed the war primarily on the United States. The “U.S.
imperialists” had helped to “prepare the aggression” and had even “ªxed the
date of the aggression.” If the United States had “told its war-loving tool
[kriegslüsternen Werkzeug] Israel that a war could not take place, the Israeli
militarists and their government would have had to abandon their aggres-
sion.” The war would have been impossible “against the will of U.S. imperial-
ism.” According to Ulbricht, the Soviet Union had “done everything” it could
to prevent a war in the Middle East “that could set world on ªre.44 He insisted
that there had been “no military threat to Israel” at all.45

Ulbricht went on to stress that, in the interest of world peace, “the
Middle East aggressor” must be held in check. He warned that “the world
cannot accept that a quarter century after the Second World War, the aggres-
sor Israel and its men behind the scenes [Hintermänner] have created a ‘Sinai
protectorate’ or a ‘General government of Jordan’ for renewed colonial op-
pression of the Arab peoples.”46 By using phrases such as “men behind the
scenes,” Ulbricht drew on the well of Nazi propaganda that had referred to
Jewish conspiracies operating out of public view. When he referred to a “Sinai
protectorate” and the “General Government of Jordan,” he used language
that he knew his listeners would associate with Nazi Germany’s policies in
Eastern Europe in World War II. The association of Israel with Nazi Germany
became an enduring element of Communist, Arab, Palestinian, and West-
European leftist anti-Zionism.

In June 1967, East Germany’s political, diplomatic, and military support
for the Arab states intensiªed. East German military and economic experts
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46. Ibid., p. 118.



traveled to Cairo and Damascus to express their solidarity with the Arab states
and to back up words with agreements to deliver weapons.47 Stoph sent mes-
sages of solidarity to his Arab counterparts, and East German diplomats in
Cairo and Damascus participated in negotiations about expanded aid. East
German Deputy Prime Minister Gerhard Weiss, who in 1969 became the co-
ordinator of East German arms shipments to Third World states, traveled to
Cairo and Damascus in July 1967 to reafªrm East German solidarity with
Egypt and Syria, to assess what the GDR could do to help them, and to
broach the subject of establishing formal diplomatic relations. On 1 July
1967, Weiss met with high-ranking ofªcials in the Syrian government and the
Ba‘th Party in Damascus. He concluded that “there can be no doubt that the
majority of the leading forces [in Syria] continue to view the liquidation of Is-
rael as their goal.”48 These “extreme views of the left-wing Baath leadership”
were fueled by the “adventurous course of the Chinese leadership.” Under the
inºuence of Soviet and East European ofªcials and the Syrian Communist
Party, the Syrian authorities appeared to develop a “more realistic assessment
of the balance of forces” with Israel. In the current situation therefore, “the
most difªcult task may consist in making clear to the Syrian leadership that it
must come to terms with the existence of Israel.”49 In this memorandum,
which was sent only to Ulbricht, Weiss seemingly rejected the goal of destroy-
ing the state of Israel. However, he welcomed Syria’s “clear anti-imperialist po-
sition” and its support for an “alliance with the Soviet Union and other social-
ist countries.” He found that in Syria in July 1967 “there was a widespread
mood in favor of the establishment of diplomatic relations” with the GDR.
The “clear and consequential stance of the GDR on the side of the Arab peo-
ples” had led in Syria to a “considerable rise” in East Germany’s reputation, es-
pecially in contrast to the “pro-Israeli and anti-Arab [Araberfeindlich] role of
West German imperialism”—that is, the FRG.50 Weiss’s concerns about Syr-
ian extremism are curious in view of the central role he later played as the key
coordinator of East German arms deliveries to many Third World countries
and movements, including Syria. Although East German diplomats and visit-
ing ofªcials were well aware of the depth of Syrian, Iraqi, and Palestinian in-
tentions to destroy Israel, they never publicly or privately (as far as one can tell
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48. Gerhard Weiss, “Zwischenberichte über meine Tätigkeit als Sonderbeauftragte des Vorsitzenden
des Staatrates der DDR in der Syrischen Arabischen Republik,” Damascus, 1 July 1967, in BAB, DC
20/ 12188, p. 35. The German reads, “Es kann aber kein Zweifel bestehen, daß die Mehrzahl der
führenden Kräfte weiterhin die Liquidierung des Staats Israel al ihr Ziel betrachtet.”

49. Ibid., p. 36.

50. Ibid., p. 38.



from the records of private high-level meetings) urged the Arab governments
to accept a compromise peace and Israel’s existence.

On 9 July 1967, Weiss traveled to Cairo to meet with Nasser. He was ac-
companied by Paul Markowski, the head of the SED’s International Relations
Department, Wolfgang Kiesewetter, the deputy foreign minister; and Ernst
Scholz, the GDR’s envoy in Cairo.51 Weiss gave Nasser Arabic and English
translations of Ulbricht’s Leipzig speech and asked him how “the GDR could
better support the UAR so that it could quickly overcome the consequences
of Israeli aggression” (i.e., Egypt’s massive defeat in the Six-Day Mideast
War).52 Weiss raised the issue of establishing diplomatic relations. Alluding to
recent events, Weiss reminded Nasser that the West Germans had “taken a
clear stance against the UAR, against progress, and against the progressive
Arab states,” whereas the GDR had “taken a stance clearly in favor of the
UAR and against imperialism.” Weiss stressed that “precisely in the current
situation,” the establishment of diplomatic relations “would strengthen pro-
gressive forces in the Arab states, in the GDR, and in Europe.” In a report to
the SED Politbüro, Weiss expressed disappointment that Nasser did not in-
tend “to mobilize the [Egyptian] people for decisive resistance against a possi-
ble extension of aggression.”53 Weiss said it was essential for the Warsaw Pact
countries to convince the UAR leadership of the “absolute necessity of mobi-
lizing and activating the masses of the people.”54 He did not specify what this
mobilization of mass opinion in Egypt would be intended for or how it would
promote the compromise and realism he appeared to desire in Damascus.

Following the Six-Day Mideast War, the Soviet Union decided on a pro-
gram of rearmament and intensiªed training of the armed forces of the Arab
states and thePLO. East Germany was a prominent contributor to this effort.
In several remarkably frank assessments issued in September 1967 about
“Israeli Aggression against the Arab States,” senior ofªcials in the GDR Min-
istry for National Defense echoed Soviet assessments that Israel’s victory was
attributable to three factors: the achievement of tactical surprise, insufªcient
preparation by the Arab armed forces, and a higher level of mobilization and
combat readiness by the Israel troops compared to the Arabs.55 Defeat was
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caused not by inferior Soviet and Warsaw Pact weapons but by a lack of train-
ing and political consciousness in the Arab armed forces. Hence, the East
German National People’s Army (NVA) could help to remedy such shortcom-
ings with military training of Arab armed forces, thereby helping to under-
mine “American global strategy” in the Middle East.56 The East German
ofªcials agreed with an Israeli ofªcer who said: “The Arabs had the better
weapons but our people shoot better.”57 Although this detailed report echoed
the regime’s propaganda claims about U.S. and FRG military supplies to Is-
rael, it offered no facts to support them. Instead it candidly acknowledged
that “the French aviation industry was the primary supplier of the Israeli Air
Force.” The report also conceded that “none” of the Western countries in-
cluding the United States and Britain, “openly sided with Israel” and that
the United States had called for stopping deliveries of military supplies to the
warring states.58 The contrast between the conªdential memorandum
and Ulbricht’s Leipzig speech is stark. The mixture of Marxism-Leninism and
Clausewitzian political analysis in the assessment provided the basis for
strengthening Soviet and East European ties with the Arab states, especially
Syria, Iraq, Libya, and the PLO and its various splinter groups, all of which
sought the destruction of the state of Israel.59

Following the Six-Day Mideast War, the Arab states waged what they
called a war of attrition—that is, terrorist raids—against Israel. At the UN,
Israeli Ambassador Yosef Tekoah presented a detailed account of the numer-
ous terrorist attacks on Israeli civilians during this period.60 In 1967 and
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in BAMA Freiburg, DVW1-25750.

57. Ibid., p. 26.

58. Ibid., p. 11.

59. On the institutional background, decision-making processes, key actors, and many details of East
German military assistance to many Third World countries, including Nasser’s Egypt, see Storkmann,
Geheime Solidarität, esp. pp. 106–116 about the decision regarding Africa in 1967.

60. The campaign of terrorism—intentional attacks on non-combatant civilians—against Israel dur-
ing these years did not arouse international attention as much as the terrorist attacks in Western Eu-
rope against civilian aviation and the massacre of Israeli athletes at the Munich Olympics in 1972.
Ambassador Tekoah frequently spoke at the UN about the terrorist attacks from 1967 to 1970. For
example, on 23 June 1969, he wrote to the UN Secretary General, “Thus far this year there have been
600 acts of aggression committed from Jordanian territory. In the last two months there were 40 at-
tacks by artillery, 107 by mortars, 17 by tanks, 17 by Katyusha rockets and 7 by anti-tank and recoil-
less guns. In addition there were 48 cases of mining and 24 attempts to cross the cease-ªre line.”
See Yosef Tekoah “Letter dated 23 June 1969 from the Permanent Representative of Israel to the
United Nations Addressed to the Secretary General,” UN Security Council, 23 June 1969, in UN Ar-
chive, S/9274, pp. 1–2. On the terrorist attacks by Palestinian terrorists in West Germany and other
European countries in 1970, see Wolfgang Kraushaar, “Wann endlich beginnt bei Euch der Kampf gegen
die heilige Kuh Israel?”: München 1970: Über die antisemitischen Wurzeln des deutschen Terrorismus



1968, the GDR expanded its cost-free weapons assistance to the Arab states.61

The ªles of Defense Minister Hoffmann’s ofªce reveal that “cost free assis-
tance deliveries [Kostenlose Hilfslieferungen]” included 30 MiG-17 F and
20 MiG-17 ªghter jets, 48 jet engines, 60 anti-tank rocket-propelled gre-
nade launchers, 17,500 Kalashnikov machine guns (MPi-41, MPi-43/44),
430 light machine guns with munitions, recoilless riºes, 150,000 land mines,
3,500 hand grenades, and helmets, uniforms, and back packs.62 Additional
deliveries to the Saika guerilla organization in Syria included six T-34 tanks,
560 machine guns, 3,000 machine pistols, 2,000 carbines, 10,000 hand gre-
nades, and 260 binoculars.63 On 13 May 1969 the SED Politbüro agreed to
send—at no cost—5,000 Kalashnikov machine guns (43/44) and 12 million
7.9-mm cartridges to Iraq’s “people’s militia.”64

On 30 September 1969, in a major decision, Stoph established an inter-
agency group to oversee shipments of “military-technical armaments to na-
tional states.” The group ordered “the distribution and implementation of ex-
ports and cost-free deliveries of military-technical equipment as well as
solidarity actions of a military type in national states.”65 Stoph appointed
Weiss to lead what was called the Special Foreign Trade (Spezieller Außen-
handel) Ofªce. Weiss coordinated activities by the East German National De-
fense, Interior, and State Security Ministries with two ofªces in the Foreign
Trade Ministry: the Division of Special Foreign Trade (Bereich Spezieller
Außenhandel ) and the Foreign Trade Division: Technical Engineering Foreign
Trade. For the next ªfteen years, the group oversaw “solidarity shipments”
(Solidaritätssendungen) of weapons; that is, those sent without cost as well as
other arms that were sold.66
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Given that East German arms shipments were coordinated with the
Soviet Union, the establishment of the interagency group led by Weiss should
be understood as part of the general expansion of Soviet and East-bloc arms
shipments to the radical Arab states and the PLO in the 1970s, an expansion
evident in the East German ªles and one documented as well in CIA reports.
To be sure, the presence of Israeli nuclear weapons and the dangers of escala-
tion to nuclear war with the United States did introduce limits and notes of
caution for Soviet and East European activities in the Middle East. Yet the ev-
idence in the East German ªles, as well as that gathered by Western intelli-
gence, does not support the view that the Soviet Union was “stepping back”
from support for radical Third World states and guerilla movements. On the
contrary, the ºow of Soviet and East European arms and economic aid to
the Middle East and also to North and sub-Saharan Africa increased during
these years. Placing limits on the scale of escalation was compatible with a
considerable expansion of military aid to the Arab states in the hope of defeat-
ing Israel and reducing or eliminating American inºuence in the Middle East.
In these years, the Soviet Union and its allies believed that “the correlation of
forces” was shifting in their favor and against the United States and its allies
and that victory in the Middle East would be crucial to winning the global
conºict.

By 1969, Ulbricht’s passionate support for the Palestinians extended to
proposing that “volunteers” from the Warsaw Pact, presumably including East
Germans, join in the “war of attrition” against Israel. On 17 October 1969 he
told Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev that it was “necessary to conduct a com-
prehensive international political action and a war of attrition against the
Israeli troops in the occupied territories.”67 He proposed sending “volunteers
from the socialist countries” to serve as “ºyers, tank commanders (drivers),
and special forces” to ªght the Israelis.68 Although Soviet “advisers” were
working with the Egyptian armed forces, East German involvement appeared
limited to training forces in the GDR. The surviving ªles do not contain evi-
dence that NVA personnel engaged in combat with the Israelis.

The East German proposal to have Warsaw Pact soldiers ªght against
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Israel may have been spurred by the GDR’s diplomatic successes in the spring
and summer of 1969, when the anti-Zionist card paid big political dividends.
On 30 April 1969, Iraq announced its decision to establish diplomatic rela-
tions with the GDR.69 The breakthrough was due in part to the persistent ef-
forts of Otto Winzer, who served as East Germany’s foreign minister until his
death in 1975.70 The joint declaration issued by Winzer and Iraqi Foreign
Minister Abdul Karim al-Sheikhly on 10 May 1969 at the conclusion of a
week of negotiations in Baghdad made a clear connection between Iraq’s deci-
sion to establish diplomatic relations and East Germany’s position regarding
Israel. The two foreign ministers stressed the “commonalities of struggle of
both now befriended regimes and peoples against the forces of imperialism,
neo-Nazism, colonialism, and Zionism and stress the need for closer coopera-
tion of both states and peoples as well as all anti-imperialist forces in order to
check the maneuvers of imperialism and Zionism.” They described Israel as
“racist, imperialist, reactionary and aggressive” and the “spearhead of imperi-
alism in the Arab world.” Israel “threatened peace and international security.
The peoples of the GDR and Iraq will struggle ªercely in a common front
against this situation.” Winzer and al-Sheikhly also denounced the military
and political support for Israel by the United States and West Germany.
The East Germans underscored “the sympathy of the regime and the people
of the GDR for the just struggle of the Palestinian Arab peoples against
Israeli aggression” and recognized the rights of the Palestinians to “self-
determination and resistance against Israeli occupation.”71

The description of Israel as a racist state, an imperialist spearhead, and
even as a state similar to Nazi Germany was thus embedded in the beginnings
of diplomatic relations between the two states in 1969, six years before the
UN General Assembly passed the “Zionism is racism” resolution of Novem-
ber 1975. Typical of the rhetorical fog in which Soviet-bloc and East German
policy operated, in recognizing the Palestinian “right of resistance against
Israeli occupation” the joint declaration offered sufªcient ambiguity to legiti-
mate Palestinian terrorism against Israel forces in the West Bank and Gaza as
well as against Israel proper. Faced with Arab governments intent on destroy-
ing the state of Israel, Winzer and other East German diplomats nevertheless
underscored their “solidarity” with these “anti-imperialist” positions. Though
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the East Germans never publically called for the destruction of Israel, neither
did they publicly criticize calls by their Arab allies to do so. On the one hand,
the East Germans paid occasional lip service to UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 242 of 22 November 1967, which calls for Israel to leave territories occu-
pied in June 1967, thus possibly implying recognition of Israel’s right to exist.
Yet in public statements, East German leaders never clearly stated that Israel
had the right to exist. The overwhelming focus of their public descriptions of
Israel was on its supposedly imperialist, aggressive, and racist nature. East
German policy was thus a calculated game of cat and mouse. The East Ger-
mans denounced Israel; supplied weapons, money, and training to Arab states
and organizations that were at war with Israel; but refrained from calling
openly for Israel’s destruction. Further, the government ªles do not offer evi-
dence that East German diplomats and soldiers counseled moderation and
compromise when their Arab counterparts in conªdential meetings vowed to
destroy Israel and not merely to drive it out of the territories occupied in
1967. Quite the contrary, they repeated the mantras of international solidar-
ity against the evils of imperialism and Zionism.

The anti-Zionist/anti-Israeli card completely shattered West German ef-
forts to prevent other states from bestowing diplomatic recognition on East
Germany. Sudan (3 June 1969), Assad’s Syria (5 June 1969), and Nasser’s
Egypt and South Yemen (10 July 1969) followed the Iraqi decision in quick
succession and began diplomatic relations with the GDR.72 In the coming
twenty years, no Arab state was a more implacable foe of Israel than Assad’s
Syria. Winzer stated that the establishment of relations between East Ger-
many and Syria would be “an effective blow against the alliance of the forces
of imperialism and Zionism in the Middle East, and especially against the alli-
ance of aggressive West German imperialism with aggressive Israel.”73 In con-
trast to West Germany’s “anti-Arab policies,” the GDR had been a “reliable
friend of the Arab states,” evident in its denunciation of “Israeli aggression” in
1967 and subsequent solidarity with the Arab states. Israel’s “aggression” not
only endangered peace and security in the Middle East but “in the most seri-
ous manner also endangers world peace.” The notion that Israel endangered
not just regional but world peace remained a constant theme of Communist
anti-Zionism. Winzer accurately stated that “in the twenty years of its exis-
tence, the GDR had always supported the just cause of the Arab peoples. This
[pro-Arab] stance formed the stable foundation for close friendship with the
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SAR [Syrian Arab Republic].” Moreover, he claimed that the GDR was
the home of the “centuries old humanistic tradition of German-Arab friend-
ship.”74 Winzer did not elaborate on which humanistic tradition he had in
mind—but the most recent forms of “German-Arab friendship” included
Wilheminian Germany’s efforts to foster a Muslim jihad against Britain and
France during World War I and Nazi Germany’s cooperation with Haj Amin
al-Husseini and Rashid al-Kilani during World War II and the Holocaust. In
any case, Winzer clearly articulated, on the one hand, the connection between
East German hostility to Israel and support for the Arab states and Palestin-
ians who were at war with it and, on the other hand, the reasons for Arab will-
ingness to antagonize West Germany and establish diplomatic relations with
the GDR.

An increase in East German weapons deliveries was both a precondition
and a consequence of the recognition breakthrough of June and July 1969.
The increase was also part of the resupply and rearmament of the Arab states
coordinated by the Soviet Union. In late April of 1969, when preparing to
travel abroad, Winzer asked General Heinz Kessler, the deputy defense minis-
ter and head of the East German air force, whether the GDR could sell Syria
60 MiG-17 and 30 MiG-15 ªghter jets.75 Kessler replied that items for sale
included 24 MiG-17 F, 16 MiG-15 UTI, and 11 MiG-17 ªghter jets and
that in the course of 1969 another 7 MiG-15 ªghter jets would become
available. In 1970, an additional 30 MiG-17 and 10 MiG-15 aircraft were of-
fered.76 International “anti-imperialist” solidarity had the added beneªt of be-
coming a source of much needed foreign exchange from the oil-rich Middle
East.77 The East Germans had been delivering MiG-21 jets before Egypt
offered formal diplomatic recognition. In 1971, East German weapons deliv-
eries to Egypt included 29,000 machine pistols, 85,000 pairs of protective
clothing, and twelve kits of repair parts for MiG-21s. The East Germans
agreed that the Egyptians could pay on credit.78

Hoffmann, who served as East German minister for defense from 1960
to 1985, was a central ªgure during the emergence and growth of the GDR’s
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alliance with the Arab states and with “national liberation movements” in the
Third World, including the PLO. From 1973 until his death in 1983, he was
a member of the SED Politbüro.79 In October 1971, he led an East German
military delegation on a trip to Iraq, Egypt, and, most importantly, Assad’s
Syria. There he met with Assad as well as with the chief of the Syrian General
Staff, Mustafa Tlass. Tlass informed Hoffmann of his “unlimited admiration
of fascist Blitzkrieg strategy and of the actual accomplishments of the bour-
geois German military.” Such views, Hoffmann wrote, expressed a tendency
that “is clearly evident also among other leading ofªcers of the Arab armed
forces.”80 Hoffmann’s report of the trip does not indicate that he urged Tlass
to reconsider his admiration for the military accomplishments of Nazi Ger-
many’s armed forces.

In an interview with Syrian journalists, Hoffmann said that the Syrians
would “be victorious in your battle against the common enemy. We are
ªghting against a common enemy! The American imperialist support our en-
emies in Europe and give Israel money and weapons to protect their imperial-
ist interests.”81 The East Germans and the Syrians were “conducting a com-
mon battle [Kampf ] against the imperialist and Zionist forces.” He expressed
conªdence that “the Arab peoples” would “be victorious over their enemy so
that he will have to pull his troops back from occupied Arab territories.”82

The mixture of antagonism against the “enemy” Israel combined with ambi-
guity about the meaning of victory was typical of Soviet-bloc statements of
the period. Did victory mean the complete destruction of Israel and its re-
placement with the non-Zionist state envisioned by the PLO? Did that mean
the expulsion of the vast majority of the Jewish population as the PLO Char-
ter of 1968 implies? Or was it merely a call to reduce Israel’s size to what the
Israelis believed were the indefensible borders of 1967? What was the mean-
ing of “occupied Arab territories”? Were they the West Bank and Gaza or all of
Israel? The East Germans followed the Soviet lead in refusing to offer clarity
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on these issues even as they called for a Geneva conference to bring about a
negotiated end to the conºict. Their Arab interlocutors might reasonably
have concluded that the Soviet and East German leaders’ refusal to clarify
these points meant that the Communists also deªned victory to mean the de-
struction of the state of Israel. Neither the Soviets nor their East German ally
simply stated that Israel had a right to exist and that calls for its destruction
were unacceptable. On the contrary, they both attacked Anwar Sadat and oth-
ers who urged the Arab world to make peace with Israel and lent “solidarity”
to uncompromising and radical forces in the region.

The relationship between the GDR and Syria, and between Hoffman
and Tlass, deepened in the next decade. At the end of a visit to Damascus in
May 1983, Hoffmann raised a toast to the Syrians and to Tlass.83 Following
the familiar denunciations of Israel, imperialism, and Zionism, Hoffmann ex-
tolled the Syrian and GDR friendship as well as “the community borne of
struggle [Kampfgemeinschaft] of soldiers of the Syrian armed forces and of the
National Peoples’ Army of the GDR, to the health of all members of the Syr-
ian armed forces and to its Minister of Defense, comrade General Mustafa
Tlass!”84 Given the Ba’th regime’s view that Israel needed to be destroyed by
force of arms, Tlass and Assad could plausibly conclude from such effusive
toasts and from the huge amounts of military and economic assistance com-
ing from the Soviet bloc that Israel’s destruction would be, at worst, a matter
of indifference to the Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies and that at best
it would be a strategic victory in the global conºict with the United States and
NATO—a victory of even greater signiªcance than the Communist victory in
Vietnam.

Honecker, the SED General Secretary and leader of East Germany from
1971 to October 1989, continued and intensiªed the policies of his predeces-
sor, Ulbricht. He adopted a high proªle of “solidarity” with Communist and
radical leftist armed movements in the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa,
including a very public embrace of Yasser Arafat and the PLO from the early
1970s to the end of the regime. The PLO’s 1968 Charter unequivocally calls
for the destruction of the state of Israel as a result of an “armed struggle”; it is
thus a declaration of war against the Jewish state. Moreover, because the 1968
Charter declares that only Jews who came to “Palestine” before 1947 will be
allowed to stay in the Palestinian state that will replace Israel, it is also a docu-
ment that envisages the expulsion of the approximately 1.8 million Jews who
were born in or migrated to Israel since 1947. Effectively, the 1968 Charter is
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a program to complete the ethnic cleansing of Jews from the Middle East that
had begun with the Arab-Israeli war of 1948. The Charter refers to all of
Israel, not just the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, as suffering under “Zionist
occupation,” and it rejects any negotiated settlement that leaves Israel intact.
The 1968 Charter justiªes terrorism waged against that vast majority of Jews
who, it insists, have no right to be in Palestine in the ªrst place.85 To express
“solidarity” with the PLO in these years was to offer support for this policy. It
was precisely in the years in which the PLO terror against Israel was most in-
tense that Arafat’s photograph appeared frequently on the front page of Neues
Deutschland—often literally embracing a smiling Honecker. These were also
the years when Soviet and East German forms of assistance and support
for the PLO expanded. Even as the GDR insisted that support for the Arab
states and the PLO had nothing to do with anti-Semitism, East German lead-
ers uttered not a single word of criticism of the PLO’s terrorist attacks on
Israeli civilians and on Israel’s Jewish supporters in Western Europe. The lack
of self-reºection about the fact that the self-described anti-fascist German re-
gime was actively supporting those who were at war with Israel remains one of
the most bizarre features of the history of East German Communism.

Arafat visited East Berlin for the ªrst time from 30 October to 2 Novem-
ber 1971 at the invitation of the GDR’s Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee
(AASK).86 On several more visits in 1973, he met SED Politbüro members
Herman Axen and Gerhard Grüneberg. Grüneberg became the Politbüro’s
key contact person with the PLO.87 In August 1973, the East Germans cele-
brated Arafat as a major attraction of the World Youth Festival in East Berlin.
He then held the ªrst of many meetings with Honecker. The East German
leaders were so enthusiastic about Arafat and the PLO that in August 1973
East Germany became the ªrst of the Soviet-bloc states to open a PLO
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consulate in its capital, a year before the Soviet Union did. The consular
agreement extolled a common “struggle against imperialism and Zionism.”88

Winzer denied that the agreement included military assistance and training.
However, the agreement signed by Arafat and Grüneberg on 2 August 1973
included provisions for delivery of “solidarity goods in the civilian and non-
civilian areas.” In the agreement between the SED and the PLO in 1975 for
1976/1977, the East Germans gave the PLO “solidarity goods” with a value of
5 million DDM and “non-civilian”—that is, military—equipment worth an
unspeciªed amount.89

East Germany’s refusal to publicly denounce Palestinian terrorism was
vividly in evidence following the massacre of the Israeli wrestling team at
the Munich Olympics by terrorists of the Black September organization on
5 September 1972. Though Arafat publicly denied that the PLO was in-
volved, on 17 September 1972 he wrote to Honecker about what he called
“the action in Munich.” He said that the PLO “was not responsible for the or-
ganization Black September,” but he did not directly say that he and the PLO
had nothing to do with the attack. The absence of a ªrmer denial must have
suggested to Honecker and his comrades that Arafat and the PLO leadership
were, as Western intelligence agencies assumed, somehow involved. In any
case, Arafat did not criticize the attack in Munich. He was sending the note
because “we [the Executive Committee of the PLO] approve, treasure, are
proud of and take hope and strength from the sincere friendship for our cause
and your sympathy that you have shown us as well as your recognition of our
right in struggle.” He called for “understanding of the action in Munich from
the viewpoint of the general problem and its historical events with all of their
political, national and human dimensions. If one wants to really distinguish
between the deep causes and the peripheral and secondary events, it is futile
and useless to view the action apart from the stream of events and from their
whole historical framework.”90 Thus, Arafat justiªed the Munich attack.

On 27 November 1972, Honecker sent a public letter of greetings to the
“Arab People’s Conference in Support of the Palestinian Revolution” taking
place in Beirut.91 In the name of the SED’s Central Committee and “of the
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whole people” of the GDR, he sent “warm greetings” to the conference,
which was an expression of “strengthening of the unity and determination of
broad strata of the Arab peoples in struggle against imperialism, Zionism and
reaction.” He did not mention the Munich massacre. Instead he referred to
what he called “the string of recent Israeli acts of aggression against the Re-
public of Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic.” They had demonstrated
“yet again that Israel, with the support of the USA and other imperialist states
is not ready to agree to a peaceful settlement of the Middle East conºict.”92

The “history of the worldwide confrontation with imperialism” had shown
that the unity of the “anti-imperialist front” led by the Soviet Union and the
“socialist community of states” lay behind “every success in the struggle for
self-determination and social progress.” East Germany, “in the future as in the
past,” stood “ªrmly on the side of the Arabic-Palestinian people, its resistance
movement” and supported its right to self-determination.93 Honecker never
deviated from this pattern of maintaining silence about Palestinian terror
aimed at Israelis while denouncing Israeli retaliation.

The smiling faces of Arafat and Honecker became a ubiquitous feature of
the GDR-PLO alliance. The Stasi ªles reveal further elements of its opera-
tional dimensions. From 1957 to the end of the regime in 1989, Erich Mielke
was the director of the Ministry of State Security. He was a member of the
SED’s Central Committee from 1950 to 1989 and of the Politbüro from
1976 to 1989. In May 1979, he commissioned a study of “Information about
Activities of Representative of the Palestine Liberation Movement in Associa-
tion with International Terrorists to Include the GDR in the Preparation of
Acts of Violence in the Countries of Western Europe.”94 The Stasi had learned
that “groups within the Palestinian liberation movement in association with
anarcho-terrorist groups have intensiªed their efforts to use the territory of
the GDR as a logistical base and starting point for the implementation of acts
of violence in Western Europe.” East Germany’s “generous stance of solidarity
toward the national liberation movement of the Arab peoples is seen by these
groups as offering favorable conditions for the planning and implementation
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of operations.” The GDR’s “communications possibilities” provided a further
boost. In the wake of “the separate peace” which is to say the Camp David Ac-
cords signed in April 1979 by Israel and Egypt, “the Palestinian Liberation
Movement activated the planning and preparation of acts of violence seen as
acts of war against Western countries. Such activities that are based on the ter-
ritory of the GDR create political dangers and damage our national state secu-
rity interests.”95 Since the beginning of March 1979, the Stasi was aware that
practitioner of terrorism Ilich Ramirez-Sanchez, better known as “Carlos,”
had been a guest of the ªrst secretary of the embassy of the Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Republic of Yemen in East Berlin. Other persons that concerned the
Stasi residing in East Berlin were PLO ofªcials Abu Hisham, an aide to Salem
Kalef (alias Abu Ayad), the head of the PLO’s intelligence service; Nabil
Kouleilat, the director of the PLO’s ofªce in East Berlin; and members of the
West German June 2nd Movement.96 Moreover, the Stasi knew that Arab,
Palestinian, West German, and West European terrorist organizations had
been using East Germany and the Soviet-bloc states as a base from which
to attempt to launch terrorist attacks in Western Europe and that these
groups had plans to continue to do so in the future. The report viewed such
actions—which Western intelligence agencies could trace back to East Ger-
many and the Soviet bloc—as harmful to East Germany’s national interests.97

Mielke decided to intensify cooperation between the Stasi and the PLO’s in-
telligence services to prevent the attacks in West Germany and Western
Europe while also aiding the PLO in its campaign against Israel. In June and
August 1979, he held discussions with Ayad.98 In February 1980, they agreed
that a permanent representative of the PLO security services would be
stationed in East Berlin and that a Stasi ofªcer would be a contact ofªcer with
the PLO in Beirut.99 From then until the collapse of the regime in 1989, Ayad
or his second in command, Amin al-Hindi, met several times a year with
Mielke or Gerhard Neiber, the director of Division XXII, the ofªce for
ªghting terrorism (Terrorismusbekämpfung). The agreement called for “opera-
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tional cooperation” between the Ministry for State Security (Ministerium für
Staatssicherheit, or MfS) and the PLO intelligence service in East Germany.100

On 15 July 1980 Ayad had a discussion with ofªcials in Division XXII
about “terrorist forces and their activities.”101 Before offering twenty page-
long assessments of various terrorist organizations, Ayad candidly explained
the meaning of some important terms. The PLO, he said, distinguished be-
tween “right wing terrorism,” “left wing adventurers,” and “terrorist forces
that are active in the interest of the Palestinian resistance movement.” While it
rejected both “right wing terrorists” and “left wing adventurers,” the “PLO
supported the other terrorist forces and at times worked together with
them.”102 Ayad avoided euphemisms. He understood terrorism to be the in-
tentional targeting of civilians and that it was distinct from acts of war carried
out against military forces. In relevant UN committees, the PLO, the GDR,
and the Soviet bloc as a whole dismissed Western attacks on “international
terrorism” as imperialist propaganda. However, when speaking frankly to one
another, these ofªcials understood the nature of terrorism and were equally
frank about supporting it.

The Stasi ofªcials, probably Neiber and perhaps Mielke as well, replied
that they “could support a certain toleration of left-oriented terrorist forces so
long as it preserves strict secrecy, obedience to [East German] law, and pre-
cludes any kind of political or any other kind of damage for the GDR and its
allies.” Ayad assured his counterparts that the PLO agreed with the MfS
on this matter. He suggested that agreement about these issues was a basis on
which “the exchange of information could continue to be improved.” Ayad
then offered “details about terrorist groups and forces to which the PLO
had contacts and connections.”103 The groups in question included the
Carlos group, Abu Nidal, Saddam Hussein, former members of the Wadi
Haddad group, the Armenian Liberation Front, and the Japanese Red Army.
Regarding “terrorist groups in the FRG,” he said that the PLO had no contact
with the 2nd of June Movement or the Red Army Faction but that it had de-
veloped contacts with the Revolutionary Cells, the group that participated in
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the hijacking of an Air France ºight to Entebbe, Uganda, in 1976. In 1981,
Ayad told the MfS ofªcials that the PLO was working with and “intended to
expand the connections to the so-called ‘Revolutionary Cells’ in the FRG and
eventually to use it to carry out particular armed actions.”104

Mielke and Neiber raised no concerns either about those connections or
about Palestinian terror attacks on Israel. They were, however, eager to pre-
vent Arab and Palestinian terrorists from using East German territory as a
base from which to launch attacks in West Germany and Western Europe. On
3 January 1983, they noted, “our experiences in recent years indicated that
difªculties are to be expected due to lack of discipline, violation of agreements
by individual functionaries of the PLO.”105 They sought information from
the PLO about Arab and Palestinian terrorists in Europe who might use the
GDR as a base to launch attacks on West Germany and Western Europe, at-
tacks that might be traced back to the GDR and thus undermine support in
West Germany and Western Europe for the lucrative ªnancial aid coming to
East Germany from West Germany under the terms of détente. The Stasi thus
was well-aware that “international terrorists,” that is, radical Arabs and Pales-
tinians as well as their West German and West European collaborators, had
traveled to East Berlin from the Middle East and from other Warsaw Pact
countries with false passports and had then proceeded to West Berlin and
from there to West Germany and Western Europe to carry out terrorist at-
tacks. East Germany’s problem lay in reconciling its self-presentation as an ad-
vocate of peace, détente, and better relations with the West with toleration
and perhaps active support of terrorist groups waging attacks in West Ger-
many and Western Europe. As became apparent after German uniªcation
when Red Army Faction terrorists turned out to have been living quietly in
East Germany, the Stasi offered training as well as refuge from West German
authorities to West German terrorists who could no longer engage in terrorist
attacks in West Germany.106 The Stasi, which was sending arms and offering
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military training to the PLO (as well as the terrorist groups on its left wing,
such as the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine and the Democratic
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine) in support of terrorist attacks
against Israel and perhaps elsewhere in the world, was at the same time work-
ing with the PLO to prevent terrorist attacks in West Germany and Western
Europe that could be traced to the GDR, the Soviet Union, and the other
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe. Shifting terrorist attacks away from
Europe and back to Israel was part of the meaning of “counterterrorism” (Ter-
rorismusbekämpfung) in the Stasi’s Division XXII.

The ªles of the Stasi’s division of weapons and chemical services
(Abteilung Bewaffnung und Chemische Dienst; BCD) indicate that the MfS
played a major role in delivering weapons to the PLO. On 4 August 1980,
shortly after their conversations about the meaning of terrorism, the MfS de-
livered the following weapons to the PLO: 2,000 MPi’s, a modernized version
of the Kalashnikov machine gun; 5,000 hand grenades; and 750 explosives of
200 grams each, 372 explosives of 400 grams each, and detonators and
wire—all with a value of 1,296,000 DDM.107 On 11 April 1980, the MfS
sent the following to the PLO: 5,000 hand grenades, as well as explosives, det-
onators, wire, and ammunition valued at 114,102.38 DDM.108 In February
1981, the Stasi’s BCD sent 3,500 Kalashnikovs and 350 palettes of ammuni-
tion. In 1981, when the PLO was building up its arsenal in Lebanon, the Stasi
weapons deliveries were worth 2,269,190 DDM.109 On 6 April 1982, the
MfS sent the PLO 564,400 bullets and 1,400 Kalashnikovs. On 23 April
1982, it sent ten rocket-propelled grenade launchers and ªve heavy machine
guns worth 18,905 and 35,225 DDM respectively.110 Israel invaded Lebanon
in June 1982 in order to destroy the sizable PLO arsenal and army that had
emerged there. On 1 July 1982, the GDR sent the PLO 900 Kalashnikovs
(MPi KMS-72) worth 583,000 DDM; 720 hand grenades worth 11,260.80
DDM; 297,480 bullets worth 121,907.30 DDM; 15 anti-tank riºes (RPG-7)
worth 67,410.75 DDM; and two light machine guns (RPK Kal. 7.62).111 On
7 July 1982, it sent 96 HL grenades, designed for attacking tanks, worth
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46,694.40 DDM.112 The cost of weapons deliveries for this one week in July
1982 was over 720,000 DDM. During the 1980–1982 period, the Stasi sent
8,300 Kalashnikovs and 10,896 hand grenades to the PLO, presumably as
“solidarity goods” and thus cost-free.

Beginning in the mid-1960s, the East German Ministry for National De-
fense played a major role in delivering heavier weapons to Egypt and Syria, in-
cluding tanks, planes, and larger artillery.113 As the CIA assessments indicated,
after Egyptian President Sadat broke with the Soviet bloc in 1975, Assad’s
Syria moved even more to the center of Soviet-bloc military and economic as-
sistance. The records of East Germany’s weapons deliveries to Syria in the
course of the Yom Kippur War of October 1973 offer striking evidence of the
depth of the GDR’s relationship with Assad’s Syria. The aid included MiG
ªghter planes and the participation of 1,150 East German military personnel
in preparing the weapons and ammunition to be sent to Aleppo airport in
Syria.114 The ªle on East German military support for Syria in fall 1973 con-
tains daily reports to Honecker from General Fritz Streletz, then deputy chief
(and later chief ) of the NVA’s Main Staff.115 Honecker approved sending a
squadron of twelve MiG-21 jet ªghters from the East German air force along
with the necessary ammunition and experts. East German pilots ºew the
planes to Budapest, and from there they were delivered to Syria in Soviet
transport planes. Honecker was kept closely informed about the voyages of
two East German freighters, the Freyburg and Klosterfelde, which departed
from Rostock harbor in mid-October and arrived at the Syrian port of Tartus
on 1 and 2 November 1973. Their cargo of approximately 2,200 tons of mili-
tary equipment included 62 Soviet T-54 tanks with the necessary experts and
ammunition; 300 anti-tank riºes (RPG-7) with 24,000 shells; 75,000 gre-
nades that were designed to function with the Syrian army’s artillery systems;
and 30,000 land mines capable of destroying tanks.116 Heinz Hoffmann or-
dered that all German-language markings on the tanks be erased and replaced
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with Russian-language markings and accompanying documentation.117 The
2,200 tons of military equipment was a fraction of what the Soviet Union was
sending to Syria and an even smaller fraction of the massive U.S. resupply op-
eration to Israel, “Operation Nickel Grass,” which President Richard Nixon
had ordered and which was crucial for Israel’s ability to recover from the ini-
tial Arab surprise attacks on Yom Kippur. Nevertheless, the East German
shipments were important enough to Honecker that he received thirty daily
reports on the journey of the Freyburg and Klosterfelde and the unloading op-
eration in Tartus.118

Conclusion

The Soviet Union and its Warsaw Pact allies, including East Germany, en-
gaged in an undeclared war with the state of Israel. This war entailed a spec-
trum of antagonism ranging from frequent propaganda denunciations—both
in the domestic press and media and at international institutions, above all
the United Nations—to economic assistance, military training, and weapons
deliveries. East Germany was an active, willing, and enthusiastic participant
beginning in the 1950s and was particularly engaged during the two decades
that included the Middle Eastern wars of 1967 and 1973 and the Israeli inva-
sion of Lebanon in 1982, as well as the ongoing terrorist war waged by the
PLO and its afªliates during these years.

East Germany under Ulbricht and Honecker did not guide policy during
the Soviet bloc’s undeclared war on the Jewish state. Moscow did. Antago-
nism to Israel and to Zionism may have awakened memories of National So-
cialist anti-Semitism among Germans in the GDR. Yet the primary source of
this war was Communist ideology and Soviet policy following the anti-cos-
mopolitan purges in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe from 1949 to
1953. After the purges, it became impossible everywhere to remain a Com-
munist and simultaneously support the existence of Israel as a Jewish state.
The strategic centrality of the Middle East, both its geographical location and
its oil reserves, led the Soviet Union to place enormous signiªcance on defeat-
ing American policy in the region. East Germany, within the limits of its
economy and military and short of sending East German soldiers to Middle
Eastern battleªelds to engage in combat with Israelis, did all it could, as
Hoffmann said in Damascus, to defeat the enemy.
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East German participation in the Soviet-bloc assault on Israel was crucial
for the GDR’s greatest diplomatic successes: its recognition breakthrough in
the spring and summer of 1969 and its later popularity among radical but
non-Communist Third World states at the UN in the 1970s and 1980s.
Communist ideology and traditional national self-interest and the search for
recognition mutually reinforced one another. Much as they pretended other-
wise, “the Jewish question” in German history and the GDR’s hostility to the
Jewish state played a key role in the East Germans’ ability to ªnd friends and
allies around the world. On the world stage, East Germany beneªtted enor-
mously from its antagonistic posture toward Israel, an antagonism that it
worked hard to justify and disseminate. Soviet and East German diplomacy
was a decades-long game of rhetorical cat and mouse, a calculated ambiguity
offering a tiny ªg leaf of reference to UN resolutions and “political settle-
ment” of the Middle East conºict combined with a continuous stream of vit-
riol directed at an Israel that was described as a racist instrument of imperialist
aggression. Israel survived these decades despite the efforts of the Soviet
Union and its allies, including East Germany, to aid the Arab enemies then
seeking to destroy it.

The undeclared war with the Jewish state had the added beneªt offered
by a national liberation struggle of a rather different sort than the term’s cus-
tomary meaning. Rather than liberation from an external power, the East
German Communists’ “anti-imperialist solidarity” drew on but also fostered a
sense of liberation from burdens of German history in the Nazi era. It was of a
piece with the broader German Communist conviction that an anti-fascist re-
gime had no particular obligations or responsibilities to Jewish survivors of
the Holocaust. Solidarity with Assad and Arafat appeared to lift the East Ger-
mans out of the continuities of German and even European history and to
place them instead on the correct side of a historical dialectic of global anti-
imperialist revolution. The East German Communists were oblivious to the
fact that they were the second German dictatorship in the twentieth century
to adopt policies that would bring death and injury to Jews. Of course, East
Germany’s support for the Arab states and Palestinian terrorist organizations
was not comparable to Nazi Germany’s Final Solution, but it did constitute
support for governments and organizations whose clear goal was the destruc-
tion of the Jewish state and with it the death and suffering of many Jews, in-
cluded Jewish survivors of the Holocaust and of anti-Semitism in the Arab
countries after World War II.

Following the collapse of the Communist dictatorship in fall 1989, the
ªrst freely elected parliament (Volkskammer) in eastern Germany since 1932
met from 5 April to 2 October 1990. On 12 April 1990, the Volkskammer
unanimously passed a resolution that drew particular attention to the Nazi
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genocide of the Jews of Europe and expressed shame in the face of this burden
of German history.119 The Volkskammer asked “the Jews in the entire world
for forgiveness. We ask the people in Israel for forgiveness for the hypocrisy
and hostility of ofªcial GDR policy toward the state of Israel and for the
persecution and humiliation of Jewish fellow citizens in our country.”120 The
parliament looked forward to establishing diplomatic relations with Israel,
something the GDR never did. On 2 July 1990, the Volkskammer passed a
resolution distancing

itself from all forms of the anti-Israeli and anti-Zionist policies that were prac-
ticed in this country [i.e., East Germany] for decades and from their domestic
and foreign policy consequences. It distances itself in particular from [East Ger-
many’s] agreement to Resolution 3379 of the 30th United Nations General As-
sembly of 10 November 1975 [and from the resolution’s] equation of Zionism
with racism.121

Twenty-three members of the parliament spanning the spectrum of all the
parties—excepting the successor party to the East German Communists—
signed the resolution, including its leading proponent, Konrad Weiss; a future
president of the Bundestag, Wolfgang Thierse; and future German president
Joachim Gauck.122

Despite its intrinsic historical signiªcance and the importance that the
East German parliament in 1990 gave to addressing the issue, neither histori-
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ans of the Cold War nor of the history of East Germany have devoted enough
effort to this very signiªcant set of events in Germany’s twentieth-century his-
tory. The lack of interest is odd and troubling, especially in view of the avail-
ability of published and archival sources. In spring and summer 1990, caught
up in the momentous events of the collapse of the Communist regimes in Eu-
rope, the members of the short-lived, democratically-elected Volkskammer
grasped the importance of events. Now, almost a quarter century after the
Volkskammer resolutions, we are able to give the undeclared war waged by
the Soviet bloc and East Germany against Israel the scholarly attention it de-
serves.
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