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A Jewish. sociologist 
in the other Germany: 

An interview with Irene Runge 

ROBIN OSTOW 

Irene Runge was born in 1942 in Washington Heights, New York City. In .-
1949 she moved with her parents to the German Democratic Republic. 
She received her Ph.D. in Economics and Sociology in 1979 from Hum~. 
boldt University, where she is currently a Researcher in the Department· 
of History. Dr. Runge is serving her first term on the Board of Directors of··, ~ 
East Berlin's Jewish Community. A regular contributor to Sonntag; a 
cultural and political weekly newspaper, and to the literary magazine . 
Temperamente (both in East Berlin), she has also written two books: Alter 
werden-alt sein (Growing Older-Being Old) (East Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 
1982), and Ganz in Familie (All in the Family) (East Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 
1985). The Interview is an excerpt from Robin Ostow'sforthcoming book. 
on Jews in the German Democratic Republic. It was made possible 
through the generous support of the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada and with the gracious cooperatio~9f the' 
International Press Center and the Jewish Community in East Qerlin. 

Runge: My father came from a religious Jewish family; inymother' 
was originally non-Jewish, but she converted. My parents"were 
married by a rabbi in Palestine in the 1930s. They had left Germany 
already in 1929, and they were also in Paris for sevetalyears: 
Then, when France was invaded, they went to, the United .. 
where they lived from 1939 to 1949. So I was born in 
My father, a writer and art historian, had a book and ""~t".t'''~.&a 
in Time~quare, down in the, subway station, and he.also ~pl'"UP,n'!:l~'> 
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:5s~~cn~tal~V. of ' the exiled German writers association. He used to 
\r·.Qtg~~1li~~e exhibits and other cultural events-many of them took 

at the New School building on Fourteenth Street. 
()urfamily returned to: Germany in 1949. My parents were 

PQliti~calJly disappointed in New York. It was the McCarthy era, 
of their friends were going back to Germany because 

'. '.. .had political problems or feared they might get into trouble. 
. :':At tbis time also the German Democratic Republic was being 
fo~rided in the Soviet-occupied zone, so there were opportunities 

. for returning emigres to take part in reconstructing a new and 
better Ge:rmany. Forthe first year we lived in Leipzig, then in 1950 
we moved to .Berlin where my father worked in the Ministry of 
Information. For many years he produced radio programs and 
published f1 magazine for them. Later he worked freelance, trans­
lating American literature and writing. 

,~ 

Ostow:What was it like to move to Germany as a seven-year-old? 

Runge: In a way, when I first came here, I didn't really come back 
to Germany because the people I met had all just gotten back too, 
and the children I played with were, naturally, the children of these 
returning emigrants. I don't even know when I first came into 
contact with normal Germans. We had a maid, but I didn't have 
much to do with other ordinary Germans 'til quite a bit later. In 
1951 my mother died, and we changed apartments three or four 
titn:es. I picked up German very quickly, but I was still very 
~erican. At the beginning I wore blue jeans and T-shirts. I never 
9ad long braids like the German girls had, and I never wore those 

,.,Iongbrown stockings. The German kids didn't understand that, 
a.~~their parents didn't either. Then, after a while, I wasn't 
:anowed to wear jeans anymore because they said it was American 
impeiialist culture, and we shouldn't have any contact with that. 

. ' 'Ostow:' You mentioned in your autobiographical short storyl that 
s<;hoolmates used to ask you whether you killed Jesus. 

RUrtge:Yes, that's something I remember because I didn't really 
..... ppderstand it then. I asked my father and other people what that 
'"gleant, and they just told me not to play with those kids anymore. 

This was in 1951, and the children probably didn't rp~nuli1?1 
what Jews were, but they may have heard from their palren~ts:tha.t:t' 
all these Jewish people were coming back. 

Ostow,' Did you have any kind of Jewish home life? 
. ",,,', 

• ,,,,";:",\"',"1 

Runge,' Only very indirectly. In those days it was. pretty totTghto,:,' 
get meat, and my father never liked pork, so our friends broughtys' •..•.... 
all kinds of recipes for preparing pork so that it tastes like chicken.

l 

... : . 

My father always wore a hat. It was never really said thatithad 
something to do wi~h being Jewish: they said it was just beca}ls.eof 
the draft. And, naturally, we knew a lot of people who came from 
concentration camps; people would often talk ~out· those days ~ 
and what they experienced in the camps. Ididn'treaIize 'til much 
later that that's not Germany, but a special social and politic3I 
cu~ture. Also we always had guests, and there were always parties 
gomg on: my parents and their friends needed to be together. That 
was very unusual in those days; normal Germans had birthday 
parties and that was it. . 

We never really had Christmas. My father bought a Chnst:mas 
tree because he thought I needed it to be assimilated, but the,way 
he did it never made me like it. But, you know, in my story I never 
mention the word "Jew" or being Jewish: Ijust wanted to describe . 
the returned emigrant culture at that point in history. Still, all of 
my Jewish friends and acquaintances who read the story identified 
with it. The Germans who read it asked me a lot of questions 
because they didn't understand it. 

After my mother died I had more contact with ordinarY 
Germans. Their apartments were different from ours: they hadless 
space than we did, but still they always had a wohnzimmer, a 
room where they usually didn't sit. When I would rii;tg the ,rI,n.,,.,. ...... ""II··'· 

to ask whether a friend could come out and play; they would never 
invite me into the flat like our friends did, but they made me wait . 
for my friend outside. And then-something I wrote about in that 
story-they had pictures of their families: an uncle, brother: ~r; 
cousin in uniform, German uniform. But I was·brought up to think 
of men in German uniforms as the enemy. They'had relatives: they 
had their family around them, and we didn't I)ave anybody. Sothe 
whole German family hierarchy didn't play for us the ·or:garUzing 



Lt~:ssu.me~Q in a normal German family. For us, our friends and 
C:QJ;JJFacleswho also came back from emigration substituted for the 
exttenQc~d, family. 

I bad lots of problems in school. Our family's social circle 
COiflSj:ste' d mostly of writers, intellectuals-very bright people. The 

>,~;,.,t!ea;c:b.e]rsin school were very rigid and not so bright. We would read 
" " ' 'in school, and the t~acher would explain what the author 

,( meant. I would raise my hand and say: "But I talked to the author 
.y~~~e:rd~y, and he said he never meant' that." Then the teacher 
woUl.d reprimand me for raising negative and provocative ques­
tioD.s,.B'ut I was brought up to think I should have my own opinion 
because every opinion is valuable. 

The other thing is that when I was seventeen, I had a boy­
friend~ This was quite unusual-in those days you weren't sup­
posed tQhave an affair while you were still in school-and it 
~stracted me from my school work. I was also having a lot of 
trouble with my father at that time. He had remarried, and I didn't 
get along ~ery well with his wife. And he really didn't have that 
much.time to care because he was always with his books. So in 
1959 I dropped out of school, and moved out of their place. Then I 
got married, had a child a few months later, and then got divorced. 
This happened to a lot of women I know, but in most cases after 
the women had finished school and started at university, or even 
later. 

Ostow: Was your first husband Jewish? 

~'1-nge: No. But the problem was not that he wasn't Jewish: but 
'Xjl~er this was the first time that I got involved with a real German 

family With relatives in the West and no anti-fascist background. I 
w.~very suspicious of them: I couldn't accept the fact that they 
had a family and I didn't, and I just couldn't manage. I tried to 
(~rcemy husband. not to have any contact with his parents. 
:i~aturany, he went there secretly. When I found out about it, I got 
'Very upset, and the whole thing broke up. 
. After I dropped out of school, I worked for the press agency 

anti the radio. For the most part I did filing and other unskilled 
: <clerical work,but I also did some writing, and sometimes I worked 

. . ',. ,''.:"a.saninterpreter. 

Ostow: Were you in the Communist Party or in any ottler~,J){)][itic 
party at this time? 

Runge: No. I wasn't disciplined enough. 
I met my current husband Heinz in 1967. He isn',! 

either: he's Protestant, and he doesn't want totonvert, 
comes with me to all the cultural events in the Jewish co]~luni~.~7;,i' 
He's an opera director, and he knew lots of Jews prc.fes;sio~n~~Yf 
even before he met me, so it's really quite comfortable. Ar4JUIlla'< 
this time I also went back to school. I got my Abitur (the UeJrntam:-"''';: 
pre-university degree) in 1971, and then I studied economics 
sociology at university. . 

Ostow: During your early years did you and your family have any 
relationship to the Jewish community here? 

Runge: No. Most of our friends and acquaintances were Jewish, " 
but none of them were religious. We talked a lot about being 
Jewish, and we told Jewish jokes, but the Jildische Getneinde 
seemed to be very religious, and we had no contact With it beCause ." 
our people weren't members. Then, in the early 1970s, afrienrloL. 
mine became a member: she came to the GDR from Australia. She . 
grew up there in a religious family, and had been a member of the . 
Communist Party in Australia. She also had difficulty when she got 
here because she was much older, and she really didn't know how 
to integrate, so she became a member of the Jildische Gemeinde~ 
Through contact with her I also began to think that if you're 
Jewish, it makes sense to really identify as a Jew, and to damore. 
about it, though I never was a very religious Jew. I thinkI woUld 
probably be a Reform Jew in the United States. . 

First I started going to the cultural Sundays3 we have 
and my friend took me to a Seder. Somewhat later I began 
services at the synagogue, and I found out that they're not really' 
very friendly there. " 

Ostow: What do you mean by that? 

Runge: Well, if they don't know you, they don't really welcom~ 
you that openly. That's very German . 



l(,1Arnf!le;·No, because I knew people there. Hermann4 and I went to 
\;jj'ni'iTe:r!\1tv together, and I knew other people who were already 

···memlbeJrs. This made it easier for me: and so in 1976 I too became a 

: Did you give your son any kind of Jewish upbringing? 

,Runge: Notreally, because he was brought up mostly by his non­
Jewish grandparents. But, from the beginning, he knew that there 
was a difference-that his parents moved in very different social 

, worlds. And, as he got older, he tended to be more interested in our 
, faollly.When Stefan was fifteen or so, I started taking him to 

'synagogue. Naturally he didn't like it: he didn't understand a word, 
and he didn't know what was going on. But then he joined the 
Y~uth Group,s and he liked that. Ultimately he decided that he 
wanted to become Jewish, so he got circumcised, he learned 

',Hebrew, and, at a late age, he had a Bar-mitzvah; now he's also a 
member of the Jewish community. He got married last winter. His 
wife Katrin.is pregnant, and she just applied to become a member 
too so that the baby can grow, up as a Jew. They're both reading a 
lot of books about Judaism, they made a Seder for Passover this 
year, and they're really trying to make a Jewish home. 

Ostow:What does Katrin have to do to convert? 

, ",/,!!-unge: I think she has to learn some Hebrew and have a Bat-
, ':mitzvah: One problem is that our mikveh6 doesn't work, and 

, there'S no point in spending lots of money to reconstruct it if we'11 
:oilly use it once a year, at most. So the question is whether we'11 
iisethemikveh in Prague, or the one in Budapest, or maybe a river. 

Oslow: You've been ion the Board of Directors of the Jiidische 
Gemeinde'for a year. What do you feel are the major problems that 

" t6"e Jewish community here is now facing? 

: One very important problem is defining who is Jewish. The 
:'.'",Jewlsn'laws regarding this issue are very different from the N urem-
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berg Laws,7 and a lot of people fall in. between 
example, people with a Jewish father ora jewish gralIidf~tl~~i;,W~~t 
persecuted as Jews by the Fascists, and hence theY'CUl~I.l"'I.llV; 
children feel that they are Jewish--'-Or at least partly Jewisb.~·· 
like this apply to join the Gemeinde, and the Geme.inde u' ~'1 IS:t:hel[l] 
that they're not Jewish because you're only Jewish ny-()u 
Jewish mother. I think the Jewish community isn't ~w'~rjO'~ni~:h{\Ui::, 
many people there are in this group. Such people feel they nmTel1o.':::'t 

roots in German culture. Though they didn't have a tradition~a1)!, 
Jewish upbringing, they would like to be mo~e Jewish. 
come around on Sunday afternoons, and ask tojoin,the , , 
But the Gemeind& really gives them a tough time. They hav~ 
prove that they're very serious, an~ they have to have a'pr()pet, 
conversion. When people who feel that they're Jewish get turned', 
away by the Gemeinde on the basis of Jewish law, they feel 
rejected, confused, and hurt: and usually they drift away again. 

You also have to keep in mind that our Jewish COID.D1unityisn?t . ~ 
just one congregation, it's the only Jewish organization we have ... 
We have no Reform Jewish community. So it se~ms to me quite 
clear that sticking to this very conservative definition of Jewish- , 
ness will lead to our organizational death. Many of our members ," 
are very old, and can't come to services anymore. It's already . 
difficult to get a minyanS together here, but somehow we manage,...-. 
there are some kids who come and visitors who come over from 
the West. In the rest of the GDR they never have a minyan; I've -
heard that they have to get Jewish Palestinians in. And they don't 
count women either. 

Ostow: There are rumors about initiatives to reconstitute here the 
Berlin Jewish Museum that the Nazis dissolved in 1938. Do you 
know anything about that? 

Runge: I knew a woman who was interested in having a Jewish 
museum again. She got a lot of Jewish people who are DQt members 
of the Jewish community interested, but the Jewish COmniUnity. 
didn't like the idea too much. We don't have personnel with the 
knowledge to maintain a Jewish museum. 

What I would like to see is something a bit different. 
talk about one day reconstructing the synagogue on· the Urarulen~,.·,., ... ·/,/!:f! 



~tst:rasse.'9Wealready have a beautifully reconstructed syna­
.,;'w,o", .. ·"· ... wecan'Uill on the Rykestrasse, so we certainly don't 

l~~!(I/lm~.th~~r one. But we could reconstruct the facade of the 
,,;0iiartieilblllfgc~rs'trasse synagogue, and make it into a cultural cen­

could have a permanent exhibit and move our Jewish 
»;;lj~~!\Y"/,1 t~,lere. We could also use the building for meetings, for 

:',,;;j!'il,sllJ3\iiing,films; people' who do research on the Holocaust or on 
Jewish history could work there. In the years before 1933 

" ',' was at11ajor ce!lter of Jewish life, and Oranienburgerstrasse 
~;)':aq':'J:ristoric street. I don't think we should wait until the city 

, :a~~ides ",hat to do with the ruin: we should tell them what to do. 
,Youkriow that synagogue was the building where Reform Judaism 
began, and maybe, with the help of Jews allover the world who are 

,interested in Berlin and might make donations, we could again 
have some very exciting things going on there. That's my personal 
idea, though; I don't know whether the Jewish community likes it. 

! ' 

Ostow: In '1987 the city of Berlin will be celebrating the 750th 
aDmversary of its founding. Will the Jewish community be taking 

j partin any of the public ceremonies to mark the event? 

, Runge: I don't know that any plans have been made yet, but a 
cultural center like the one Ijust described could be part of it. And, 
you know, 1986 will be the 200th anniversary of the death of Moses 

, Mendelssohn, and we could do something about that too. Unfortu­
nately our Jewish community is a bunch of very old people, and a 

, lritofthem are not academic people, so we can't do it all ourselves. 
"ijitt, as an institution, we' can try to encourage other people to do 

"i':I\:::;!\;~\:JIJ.llC of the work, 'and I think we should. We should talk more 
;:I'i':, \,,> at)Olllt these things, and be more active in pUblic. This is part of 
\';'!':', ,~(~rIIlan history, and I think it's also part of the Party line here. 10 

(',,:i, ';;,;".,:r!lt::,:S,PCIIl a lot of money on Martin Luther Year in 1983. Moses 
",,'~leJlldelss(l.hIl wasn't that important for German history, but the 

were important for German history, and we have to make 
+1.., .. ,+",.l""'''.,Books about the synagogues here,l1 and the Scheunen-

','li~~tellL.even Hermann's ownbook13-have been published in 
"'\Vest Berlin, but I think that's really something that we have to do. 

Another case in point is the two memorials for the Herbert 
:,,:,~:~,~~& Group.14 The inscription on the memorial at the Jewish 
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cemetery says that it was a group of young JeW~1l ,-.:"'o-c;;~:~'CC, 
but the word "Jewish" is missing from the m(;~m()ruLl':al~0;~ 
Engels Platz, and now that the memorial ·is there', 
change it. I think we ourselves have to point out ppbli~ly" 
means to be Jewish in East Germany today. 'I 

Ostow: Could you explain a bit about the research you've 'U'VJI ... "" .. .IJLL', 

aging in the GDR for your book Alter werdenalt sein,I'('T,ol>w'injj,\" 
Older-Being Old)? 

Runge: It's actually a pretty academic and theoretical book ~,,,U,,,:,"Y 
the social aspects of aging. Once I had started the Dn)l·lect'~:'::'l.:,: 

realized that I wtts doing it largely to overcome my inbibi1ti()lllS 
about getting close to older German~. In the end, though,' 
succeed in talking to them or getting close to them. So I let otb~r 
people do that, and I got involved with the older Jews and an#­
fascists. I interviewed people who were active in the anti-fascist: 
movement or had been in jail or in concentration camps duringthe':~:1' 
Nazi times, and I wrote about them. I wanted to make these peop\~ 
better known personally, and I wanted to explore what motivated 
these people to resist. I felt I had to show that there was a way to~ 
resist, and that life does have moral content. And it wasn't only the': ' 
Jewish variable: I was also interested in non-Jewishresistance~",.:;:,,;': 
fighters. And I found out that there was a lot of passive resistance· 
in Berlin, especially among workers. Many Jews attributed-their 
survival to the help of non-Jews who gave them food or warned" 
them of impending danger. Some of the pieces I wrote have been" 
published in Sonntag, particularly in their annual special issue for 
September l0-0ur National Day of Anti-Fascism. '. 

These anti-fascists are pretty old now, but they're' still very 
active and very politically involved. They go around to the schools~ , 
and kindergartens to talk to th~ young people. They give presenta,-:-: ", 
tions about fascism, and they provide an example of the kind of 
personality you should develop to be important to your couD.trYor" " 
your people. This includes getting involved in all kinds of neighbor.;. 
hood projects, and also opposing things that they don't like~,. ' 

Ostow: And what about the Germans who weren't, part of the 
Resistance? 



many. of the real Nazis fled to the West because they 
~'~iau:"W", 6f'the Russians. Those who were uninvolved or maybe 

i;itMJ.im~~t,Nazifunctionaries stayed and rebuilt this country, perhaps as 
<>,;~lKlLnQl.otpersonal Wiedergutmachung [restitution]. There was a lot 

()1i~wc)rk to"be done, ,and we didn't import-foreign labor. 

C'C""''''U.W1II: And how did these people react to you as a Jew? 

.R,;¥nge.~ Well, there is guiltand repression. When they were chil­
dr¢J)theykttew Jewish people, and then there were no Jewish 
p~c:>ple. When they heard I'm Jewish, they were shocked and 

;~;didn~tknowhow to behave. They didn't know what to ask me. It's 
"'i,'",sQmethingthat's very complicated for them to deal with. For them 

being Jewish is associated with the distant past. 

Os'tow: Ha'fe you ever had any anti-Semitic experiences here? 

Runge: There's no serious anti-Semitism here, but that doesn't 
meml you would never find an anti-Semite. In the GDR anti­
Semitism and what happened under the Nazis is discussed thor­
oughlyin the 'schools. The class is taken to visit a former concen­
tration camp, and it's made very clear what anti-Semitism and 

·fa.scism are, and that they're not acceptable. But many Germans 
who were born after the war understand that as something very 
ab~~ract and remote, and don't relate it to the world around them. 
'~9ihere arelots of dirty jokes going around about Turkish people, 
'P9Ies, bla'Cks, Africans, and Arabs. And if you point out to them 

: ... ·,.":::,,~,<,?,.,,\,,,;'.;!~·I,.I,·c;-. ... those are the same jokes that their parents and grandparents 
:X:J:;;;1\\;';ii,};;:J<JiIG .. about Jews, they look at you, and admit that it's something 

""'.~.,. ":.I:n.::v never thought of. 

,<.·.;9~~~w:In the last two years you visited New York City twice. 
,: :,·Wotad you like to say something about your impressions and your 

.. ', .e:JC.periences there? . 

+>:'::,nUlrtlle:I really loved and felt very close to New York. I went to 
apartment where we lived until 1949, and I met my former 

leuUlb,ors: that was a very moving experience for me. And then I 
my family over there, people I'm related to, who look like 

me, and who remember me when I was a 
happened to me here. New Yorkers seem very m~entnv;;ari.d;i;'ietv'i 
curious, but often badly informed.' Most of the ~ql'l~ .• ~.~ .. m~~~itl.,!~~ 
were Jewish and very bright. Many people told m"e' ,J,' he~t'd()Ii31tHi 
Germans. They talked a lot about anti-Semitism 'a' LIld/im~]N"a;Zi 
and they told me that they don;t buy GermaLllproducts 
want to visit Germany. I would tell them that I don~t live ' 
Germany but in the German Democratic,Republic, whicbis· .• Q. JE' ~e.t~~::', 
e~t. Then they would ask me whether that has something 
wIth Moscow and with eternal evil, and whether rin'a del~t:():r::iI::j 
explaine? th~t ou; President, Erich Honecker, was in'jail. ··d ltiriff~':\' 
the ,fascIst tImes, and many people in leading positionsiJl 
country are Jewish, and others were in concentration carr..ps or 
were refugees from the Nazis. Ntd they were very surprised; 
because they had never thought of that. I also made it clear that I 
plan to continue living in the GDR. We do have·a lot of political 
problems, but we also have a very strong anti-fascist tmmtion ". 
starting with the founding of our state. And many people said that ' 
now that they know me, they want to find out more about the 
German Democratic Republic and to come visit and see what's' 
happening here. . 
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<;t;:c@£C?9~1~~~r'i~p1i~~tle<! to Berlin from Eastern Europe. 
'Hc~rmann Simon, Das Berliner liidische Museum in der Oranienburger 

·· ... TI"n~.'v Berlin Museum, (West) Berlin, 1983. . ' 
14.Tbe Herbert Baum Group in Berlin was the only JewIsh res.lstance group 

()~~!3,:t1ng,within Nazi Germany. In 1942 they were exposed by an mformer, and 
: au: but two members of the group were executed. 

Ten days 
in the Soviet Union 

MARTIN 1. RAFFEL 

NDRE, a new friend I have 
known for barely an hour, asks me to lead him on a tour· of my 
favorite city, the eternal city, Jerusalem. While living there 
through most of the 1970s, it is a request I have enthusiastically' 
responded to on many previous occasions. Yet I am anxious to .. ' 
play the role of guide once again. We have so much to see and so.., 
little time-I must be selective. We walk through the narrow ~ 
crowded markets of the Old City. I point out the holiest shrines of. 
Christianity and Islam and we witness the religious fervor of 
pilgrims who have traveled countless miles to be here. We move 
rapidly thereafter to stand together in prayer before "our"Westem 
Wall. I marvel, as always, at the incredible power ofthi~ tiny tract 
of land. . 

I decide to show Andre the breathtaking view frODt. atop 
Mount Scopus. The setting sun brings darkness to tp.eJudean 
behind and before us. In all its golden-hued splend~rlies the 
of the Jewish world. It is truly a special moment for. he-sees p:v~~~tllv 
what I see and his love for this city glistens in his eyes also. 

What made this particular tour stand out above. the rest?, 
Because it was a tour of the mind and of the spirit. Y01,t'se,e l\ttdre .. 
and I were not actually in Jerusalem but rather in his smaUMosco)\': 
apartment. We had very little time- to talk about Jerusalem, 
anything for that matter, as my wife Maris andl neede~ to Uao~ll·:'.,",J.L 
to visit the next Refusenik family on our list. 

An orthodox Refusenik in his late twenties, Andre u..u, ... ;., ....... oJ·.,':.:<.' 

family have been waiting for over six years' to· receiv:e 
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