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1. Introduction

Politically motivated film censorship was a common phenomenon at the
peak of the Cold War, and the paranoia of films from the enemy’s sys-
tem was not solely restricted to the dictatorships of the Eastern bloc. In
many western nations, too, politicians were eager to protect their citi-
zens from the impact of (alleged) propaganda by censoring foreign films.'
In divided Germany, film censorship was strongly enforced because of
the division of the country and the immediate confrontation of the ri-
valling systems of political power. There has been extensive research co-
vering the political situation of censorship in the German Democra-

tic Republic (GDR)—with particular focus on films with contemporary
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or stopped in production in 1965/66.% Film censorship in the Federal Re-
public of (West) Germany (FRG), however, has been researched to a lesser
extent. Available studies are more likely to focus on the Frewwillige Selbstkon-
trolle der Filmwirtschaft (FSK; ‘Self-Regulatory Body of the Film Industry’),?
an organization in charge of the age rating of films in accordance with the
German fugendschutzgesetz (‘Protection of Young Persons Act’) up until today.
By contrast, other censorship bodies have been neglected, most importantly
the so-called Interminusterieller Ausschuss fiir Ost/West-Filmfragen, an interdepart-
mental committee run by the government in the 1950s and 1960s that was
responsible for the assessment of all Eastern European films to be released
and presented in West Germany. As of now, the Interministerieller Ausschuss
and its backgrounds have only been dealt with in a small number of Ger-
man studies.* In international historical research, its activity is largely un-

known and only a handful of individual instances have been covered.’

This article provides an introduction into the activity of the committee and
scrutinizes the factual backgrounds of film censorship. Several case studies
examine the motives for censoring certain films, analyse the legal and poli-
tical justification of censoring and deal with incidents of public opposition
to the censorship. Finally, the article discusses the relevance of the activity
of the censorship committee within an all-German cultural history. The
source material of this study will be provided by the protocols recorded at

the meetings of the Interministerieller Ausschuss.®

2. Film Censorship as the Activity of the Interministerieller Ausschuss

The Interminustereller Ausschuss was initially founded by the Bundesministerium
des Innern (BMI; ‘Federal Ministry of the Interior’) and not—as sometimes
noted in literature concerning the history of the Ausschuss—by the Verfas-
sungsschutz (‘Federal Office of the Protection of the Constitution’), one of
the German intelligence services.” On 5th January 1953, the BMI held a
conference attended by representatives of various ministries and federal
agencies. One item on the agenda was the ‘import of films from count-
ries under Soviet control’. The members of the conference decided un-
animously to establish a committee responsible for the assessment of the
films. The protocol classified as ‘strictly confidential’ gives an insight into
the motives for founding the Ausschuss: from then onwards, only films ‘with
politically unobjectionable content’ should be given permission to be pre-
sented in West Germany.® The conference stipulated the exact circums-

tances under which of each film was imported and it also fixed the terms
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for screening films ‘privately and free of charge’, for example in film clubs.
‘Requests by politically disputed organizations’ were to be rejected without
exception; still, the committee was granted the right to ‘give permission to
the one-time presentation of films with politically objectionable content,

closed to the public.’

The Intermunisterieller Ausschuss took up its official activity in December 1953.
The committee was chaired by the Bundeswirtschaftsministerium (‘Federal Mi-
nistry of Economics’). It was in charge of communicating the committee’s
decisions to each of the applicants—without stating any reasons with regard
to the content whatsoever. Throughout the following years, the staff of the
Ausschuss changed significantly, but generally an average of 10-20 officials
from different ministries and federal agencies participated in the film scree-
nings. The committee assembled on a regular basis—once or twice a month
on average, but also more frequently on occasion, depending on how many
films were to be assessed. The film distributing companies were generally
required to submit every print of foreign films to the committee for approval

within one week.

The Ausschuss ended its activity in early 1967 at the latest, even though the
exact point in time at cannot be identified conclusively. At the beginning
of 1967, the assessment of the films was transferred entirely to the Bundes-
amt fiir gewerbliche Wirtschaft (‘Federal Office of Industrial Economics’). The
Bundesamt had already been communicating the committee’s decisions to the
applicants in place of the Wirtschaftsministerium since 1961. From 1967, it was
supposed to draw upon the activity of the Ausschuss only in highly disputed

cases, which, as a matter of fact, did not happen in a single case.’
3. Censoring DEFA Films: Statistical Data

According to the statistical surveys by Stephan Buchloh, who included an
examination of the Interministerieller Ausschuss in his essential study on cen-
sorship in the Adenauer era, a total of 3,180 Eastern European films were
assessed between 1953 and 1966, about 130 of which were not granted the
permission to be presented.'” Among the censored films were Czech fea-
ture films, such as HIGHER PRINCIPLE/VYSSI PRINCI (Jif Krejik,
CSSR 1960), a vast number of East German documentary and feature films
by the DEFA, including DU UND MANCHER KAMERAD (Andrew
and Annelic Thorndike, GDR 1956), BETROGEN BIS ZUM JUNGS-
TEN TAG (Kurt Jung-Alsen, GDR 1957), and THOMAS MUNTZER
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(Martin Hellberg, GDR 1956), and Soviet films, such as the QUIET FLOWS
THE DON/TIKHIY DON trilogy (Sergei Gerasimov, USSR 1957/1958),

the second and third part of which were not approved for screening,

It is necessary, however, to reconsider and differentiate Buchloh’s statistical
data, which he gathered from protocols of the meetings of the Interministe-
rieller Ausschuss, in order to give a detailed record of its censoring practices.
From time to time, the committee would revise its original decisions—for
example, when the applicant lodged an objection against the censorship, or
when, after repeated inspections of a film, the members of the committee
were not able to find a significant cause for censorship any longer. Occa-
sionally, the committee conditioned the admission of a film on cutting out
certain scenes or limited the screening of the film to a specific audience, for

example at festivals.

To provide a detailed account of the activity of the Interminusterieller Ausschuss,
researchers in a project at the Hannah-Arendt-Institut, Dresden, documen-
ted every single film from East Germany assessed by the committee from
1954 to 1966. The extent of the censoring activity can well be portrayed
and exemplified by the DEFA productions, on which the committee put a
special focus throughout its entire activity."' The results of this project can
be accessed in a public database and will be used in the following chapters.
The database contains information about all East German films assessed by

the Interministerieller Ausschuss."

The committee assessed a total of 634 films from East Germany—mostly
productions of different DEFA studios but also, occasionally, of the Deutscher
Fernsehfunk (DFF), the East German Television Broadcast. 522 out of these
634 films were admitted without objection—66 of them were not approved
and in 39 other cases, the films were admitted only under certain conditions,
1.e. as authorized cut versions or for screening in front of a restricted audien-
ce. After a second assessment, 19 out of the 66 prohibited films were gran-

ted full admission and five were given restricted permission for screening.

Table 1 summarises the censorship activities of the Interministerieller Aus-
schuss. The statistical data provide interesting insights into the all-German
relations with regard to films in the 1950s and 1960s. A salient point is the
comparatively large number of films imported from East into West Germa-
ny particularly in the mid-to-late 1950s. In 1959 alone, the Ausschuss took

almost 150 film productions into consideration. Many filmmakers in East
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and West Germany were still in close contact at that time. This aspect has
gained considerable attention among film historical researchers in recent ye-
ars, but the details have yet to be further examined.'® At the same time, the
overview exemplifies the deep cut in all-German film trades resulting from
the building of the Berlin Wall: in 1961/62, the import of films from East
Germany broke down almost completely. Over these two years, the Ausschuss

was commissioned to assess a total of only six films.

Table 1: East German films assessed by the Interministerieller Ausschuss

1954 |1955[1956/1957|1958/1959{1960|1961{1962(1963|196411965(1966| Total

Films assessed 22 |23 | 54|37 |54(148/60| 3 | 3 |20|82|97| 34| 634
(Without decision 3 0]0]0 1 0 1 0]0J]0]2]01]0O0 7
|Admitted 9 17 | 31| 28 | 46 |137| 50 | 3 1 9 | 68|95 28 | 522
|Admitted under restrictions 3 1 10| 0 1 21 2 0 1| 11] 7 1 0 39
Not admitted 7 5113191319710 1 05 |1 6 66
|Admitted after 224 assessment 0 1 6 2 1 2 2 0 1 3 0] 0 1 19
\Admitted under restrictions 0 1 3 ol o 1 0 0 0 0 ololo 5
after 27 assessment

Source: own survey

Yet it is evident, with regard to the censorship conducted by the Ausschuss,
that the number of DEFA films and TV productions which were admitted
only under restrictions, or not approved at all in West Germany was surpri-
singly high. On average, one in five films from East Germany assessed by the
Ausschuss was not granted immediate admission. In some years, the rate was
significantly higher. In 1956, for example, half of all DEFA films fell under
objection by the Ausschuss. Only from the mid-1960s, there were gradual
signs of relaxation: out of the 213 productions assessed by the Interminis-
terieller Ausschuss between 1964 and 1966, 191 film were permitted without

restriction for the cut or other constraints.

4. Case Studies: Political Motives

For a deeper understanding of the extent of the censorship and the under-
lying motivation, a closer look at individual cases of prohibition is necessary.
At the same time, concrete examples from the history of the Interministerieller
Ausschuss can illustrate the practical limits of official action and how a public
movement critical of society in West Germany put censorship activity out

of use.

The decisions of the Interministerieller Ausschuss were informed by fear of
communist propaganda and its immediate ‘contagiousness’ if ever the
audience should come in contact with such films. In May 1954, the Ausschuss
was submitted the documentary LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN (Max Jaap,
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GDR 1954) for assessment. The film was to be presented, along with 12 other
DEFA productions, at the 3rd Mannheimer Kulturfilmwoche, an international
festival for documentaries and feature films. LUDWIG VON BEETHOVEN,
however, did not pass the assessment by the Ausschuss, along with three more
DEFA films."* The protocol lacks justification for this reasoning, but the
motives of the Ausschuss are easily comprehensible, as the film was being
assessed repeatedly in the following months—in one instance even with the
assistance of an expert musicologist—in order to decide over the public
screening of the film in West Germany. In the opinion of the Ausschuss, the
film distorts Beethoven’s life to ‘serve a particular purpose’ and the famous
composer was ‘branded as the pioneer of communism’."”” The main reason
for this assessment might have been the end of the film: Beethoven‘s ,Ode an
die Freude* 1s illustrated with glorifying images from the GDR to underline
the supposed progressiveness of socialism. This ideological glossing over of

Beethoven’s music was enough for the Ausschuss to justify the ban of the film.

Another important reasoning driving the Ausschuss in many of its decisi-
ons was to prevent criticism of the social conditions in West Germany and
the Nazi past. Two such films, DU UND MANCHER KAMERAD and
EIN TAGEBUCH FUR ANNE FRANK (Joachim Hellweg, GDR 1958),
were scheduled for screening as part of a special event at the Mannheimer
Filmwoche. In DU UND MANCHER KAMERAD Andrew and Annelie
Thorndikes outlined the historical development of Germany since the First
World War from the point of view of the SED. They worked with numerous
archive images, which gave the film the appearance of a supposed ‘factual
report’. However, historical events that did not fit into the official interpre-
tation, such as the Hitler-Stalin Pact, were not included. Joachim Hellwig
also took up a historical theme in his film. EIN TAGEBUCH FUR ANNE
FRANK describes the biographies of individual Nazi criminals who lived
in the Federal Republic of Germany after the end of the war. The Ausschuss,
however, decided that both films contained ‘anti-constitutional tendencies’
and vetoed their screenings. It soon became publicly known in Mannheim
that the BMI was involved in banning the films, and when a screening was
scheduled only in front of a limited audience, the East German producers
withdrew the films to provoke a conflict and to bring the dispute into the

public eye.'®

Apart from these controversial remarks about the covert Nazi history of some

West German politicians, the Ausschuss tolerated hardly any critical references
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to the socio-political situation in West Germany. This can be exemplified
by the controversy over BERLIN — ECKE SCHONHAUSER..." (Gerhard
Klein, GDR 1957). The film was assessed by the Ausschuss in several dif-
ferently cut versions, but neither of them got the permission for a public
screening in the West. The reason for this was a number of scenes playing in
a West German camp for East German refugees: not only do violence and
oppression rule the camp, but an adolescent East German refugee even dies
under tragic circumstances. It was scenes like these that provoked the re-
jection by the Ausschuss when BERLIN — ECKE SCHONHAUSER... was
intended to premiere in West Germany in the autumn of 1958. The short
protocol of the meeting states that the film ‘disparages, in its Communist
tendency, West German institutions (such as the reception camps)’ und por-
trays the ‘conditions in an untruthful fashion’. Furthermore, the film depicts
‘deprivations of liberty as minor offences in West Germany’. Based on these
findings, the majority of the Ausschuss members in session voted against the
admission of the film; even though there was discord among the members
as to what extent legal issues could be raised against the film, it ‘should be
prohibited any way (...) out of political reasons’."” Later, the film was given
to the Ausschuss in a cut version for re-examination, but even this version was

not approved.'®

The third key motivation for the Interministerieller Ausschuss in the prohibition
of DEFA films was the positive depiction of real life in the states of the Eas-
tern bloc—something the Ausschuss was eager to prevent from spreading. In
1956, MARTINS TAGEBUCH (Heiner Carow, GDR 1956), a short film
by the DEFA, was permitted for a one-time presentation as part of the West-
deutsche Kurzfilmtage, a festival for short films in Oberhausen. Three years la-
ter, however, the Ausschuss expressed opposition to the official release in West
German cinemas. The Bundesministerium fiir Gesamtdeutsche Fragen (BMG, ‘Fe-
deral Ministry of All-German Affairs’), in particular, insisted emphatically on
banning the film. The critical factor was the portrayal of the school system in
East Germany: Carow tells the story of a school boy whose grades deteriorate
under the influence of his parents’ merciless upbringing, but who can be sa-
ved in the end by one of his teachers’ courageous effort.” The BMG stated,
with regard to MARTINS TAGEBUCH that the film creates the impression
that ‘schools in the Soviet Occupation Zone raise their children, in exempla-
ry collaboration with their teachers, parents and the Pioneer Organization,
to mere moral values when in reality, they train them to nothing but atheism

and hatred for the Federal Republic [of West Germany]’. As the film was
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co-produced by the East German Ministry of Education of the People, it
constituted, according to the BMG, a vicious attempt ‘to deceive the people
of West Germany and put their authorities in the wrong.” On account of
its ‘effect of endangering the constitution’, a presentation in West Germany

was prohibited.

The last recurring reason for banning certain DEFA films was that even the
use of symbols or the mention of East German institutional bodies could
provoke objection. An interesting example is the short film SPUREN, WIS-
SENSCHAFT UND PARAGRAPHEN (Joachim Hadaschik, GDR 1957),
which provides insight into the routine of the East Berlin Institute of Cri-
minology and is generally considered a work of popular science. When the
film was to be imported into West Germany, individual members of the
Ausschuss were in favour of a ban, because in the opening titles and at the
end of the film, the term Volkspolize: (People’s Police, official denomination
of the GDR’s police) appears. This was considered a criminal institution not
acknowledged by the West German government; therefore, the film could
not be admitted, either. Yet, this line of argument was critically ill-founded
and thus the majority of the Ausschuss could not find a legal basis for banning
the film.

5. Limits of Censorship

Concrete examples from the history of the Interministerieller Ausschuss can
also illustrate the practical limits of official action and show how a public
movement critical of society in West Germany put censorship activity out
of use. The last example particularly sheds light on a central weakness of
the censoring activity by the Interministerieller Ausschuss: its decisions lacked
legal justification. In fact, up to the early 1960s there was no law to legiti-
mize the activity of the Ausschuss. Until then, the investigations were loosely
supported by a military government law dating from September 1949; this,
however, covered only the economic aspects of film imports. Additionally,
censorship was justified by section 93 of the Strafgesetzbuch (StGB; the ‘Ger-
man Penal Code’): this section made the distribution of anti-constitutional
films a punishable offense. Only in September 1961 was an act establis-
hed to supervise criminal and other prohibitions of transport: the so-called
Verbringungsverbotsgesetz conditioned the general import of films from certain
countries on admission and made an assessment obligatory to investigate
infringements of constitution, which safeguarded the Interministerieller Aus-

schuss legally.”!
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The members of the Ausschuss were well aware of the legal grey area they
operated in. Often, in internal meetings, the possibility was discussed to
prohibit the screening of films that were rejected for ‘political reasons’ even
though there was no legal course of action. Altogether, the political reasons
prevailed while legal concerns were put aside, for example when assessing
THOMAS MUNTZER. The members of the Ausschuss agreed that the film
was not in confrontation with section 93 of the StGB; still, they voted un-
animously against its admission, because in their opinion the film glorified
‘the Peasants’ War in a legally dubious way’ and had ‘a general tendency of

fanning the flames’.*

Even though the Ausschuss was able to ban films despite a lack of legal
basis and many film distributing companies accepted the restrictions
of the Ausschuss without objection for a long time, the public opposition
started growing during the 1960s. On the one hand, journalists criticized
the questionable activities of the Ausschuss,”® and on the other hand,
individual persons started legal actions against the prohibitions of the
films. Helmut Soder, for example, an insurance sales clerk from Freiburg
in southern West Germany, performed several screenings of the DEFA
documentary DER LACHENDE MANN (Walter Heynowski and Gerhard
Scheumann, GDR 1966) in West Germany. When he was asked to give his
print to the Interministerieller Ausschuss for assessment, he simply refused. The
subsequent trial was held in several courts of appeal and eventually, the
Bundesverfassungsgericht (‘Federal Constitutional Court’) had to consider not
only the case but also the Verbringungsverbotsgesetz itself. This, however, did
not happen before 1972 when the Ausschuss had already ceased its activity

altogether.?*

The increase in public criticism and a new generation of students more
sympathetic to Marxist ideas is likely to have contributed to a falling rate
in prohibitions from the mid-1960s; additionally, a greater number of films
was admitted after a second assessment. Thus, when the Allgemeiner Studen-
tenausschuss (AStA; ‘General Students’ Committee’) at Heidelberg Univer-
sity announced to screen THOMAS MUNTZER as part of a seminar in
1965, the Ausschuss voted in favour of admission without any restrictions.
The students in Heidelberg had criticized the activity of the Ausschuss in
public debates several times before and eventually, the Ausschuss gave in to

the protests.”

The power of the Ausschuss was generally limited throughout its existence,
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as the committee was not in full charge of the distribution channels of the
film production in West Germany. In the unitary state system of East Ger-
many, the Sozialistische Einheitsparter Deutschlands (SED) was in full control of
not only the production of films but also of the distribution and the presen-
tation in the cinemas; compared to this, the Ausschuss was much less power-
ful. The censorship system relied on the importers of films—private film
production firms as much as broadcast stations, universities and colleges,
film clubs and festivals, and even private persons—to provide the Ausschuss

their copies for assessment.

It cannot be guaranteed, however, that the importers did so in each indi-
vidual case. On the one hand, some banned films presented to the public
were investigated. In February 1957, for example, the owner of a film store
in North Rhine-Westphalia was taken into custody, because he allegedly
possessed and showed 260 East German films with ‘communist tendencies’,
ten of which had been banned by the Ausschuss.*® On the other hand, there
are many records of instances, in which the Ausschuss was informed of a
screening too late for an intervention; the print of the film could not be as-
sessed, because it had already been sent back to East Germany. Incidentally,
the film DU UND MANCHER KAMERAD was presented in 1957—a
considerably long time before the events in Mannheim mentioned above—
as part of a seminar at Minster university without the Ausschuss having a
chance of prior inspection.”’ BERLIN — ECKE SCHONHAUSER... was
also screened illegally in 1964 when the Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund
(SDS; “Socialist German Student Union’) in Minchen got hold of a print
and organized a screening of the film even though it had been banned by

the Ausschuss.

These examples show that censorship was not carried out comprehensively
by the Interministerieller Ausschuss. Admittedly, the vast majority of films not
approved by the Ausschuss, or only under certain restrictions, remained in-
accessible to the general West German public. The decision of the Ausschuss
had particular significance for commercial presentations in cinemas or in
television, since banned films were in fact not aired at all. Yet, apart from
that, there were still wide grey areas in which banned films were screened in
academic film clubs, associations or other institutions, especially throughout

the 1960s when the Ausschuss became subject to increased public criticism.
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26. Cf. Short protocol of the meeting
of the Interministerieller Ausschuss fiir
Ost/West-Filmfragen in Bonn on 25th
February 1957. Bonn, 28th February
1957. BArch Koblenz, B 102/34487.

27. Cf. Short protocol of the meeting
of the Interministerieller Ausschuss fiir
Ost/West-Filmfragen in Bonn on 8th
April 1957. Bonn, 11th April 1957.
BArch Koblenz, B 102/34487.



6. Conclusion: There Is No Apparent Censorship?

The censoring activity of the Interministerieller Ausschuss can be interpreted in
two different ways: On the one hand, the competence of the Ausschuss is a
significant exemplification of an authoritative conception of the state, which
is guided rather by the interests of the government than by the principles of
the constitution. The fact that prohibition of censorship was anchored in the
Grundgesetz (constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany) was of minor
importance for the members of the Ausschuss when it came to decide over
a potential ban. The members were dedicated to protecting the people of
West Germany from communist propaganda even if there was a shaky legal
basis. With its focus on authoritarian tendencies, the analysis of the activity
of the Interministerieller Ausschuss contributes to the critical re-assessment of

West German democracy during the 1950s and 1960s.

On the other hand, the history of the Interministerieller Ausschuss can be
considered a successful example for overcoming governmental censorship.
While the officials were entangled in the ideological debates of the Cold
War, a long-term change occurred in West German society: critical media
and actions by individuals of the film industry questioned publicly the
legitimization of the Ausschuss—of a committee that had its reasons for
acting, and ceasing to act, covertly. The change of generations in the 1960s
was accompanied by a change in mentality, which made governmental

paternalization obsolete.

Along with this process, a general phenomenon can be observed which is
quite common in the context of film censorship—regardless of the social
background: only the ban made (and indeed still makes) the films truly
interesting. In many cases, the decisions by the Interministerieller Ausschuss
effected the exact opposite of what they had in mind: even though the
general public did not have direct insight into the propagandistic properties

of the films banned by the Ausschuss, they were still on everyone’s lips.
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