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In 1963, a ‘weed alarm’ rang on the western side of the border be -
tween the Federal Republic of Germany and the German Democratic
Republic. After the leaders of the Socialist Unity Party had sealed the
border and triggered collectivization in 1952, fields along the 1,000-
mile-long frontier had increasingly been neglected. East German
guards sprayed the area with strong herbicides. On the other side,
West German borderland farmers and local authorities demanded
compensation from regional and central agencies in the FRG. Yet the
government in Bonn was anxious to avoid recognizing the GDR and
thereby accepting the division of Germany. The Federal Republic’s
leading politicians had therefore already rejected frontier farmers’
demands for financial compensation for land that they owned in the
east. The rigidity of East German border regulation and the final col-
lectivization drive in 1959–60 meant that a broad strip along the bor-
der turned into a ‘no man’s land’. The Federal Republic’s central gov-
ernment authorities, for their part, gradually lost interest in the bor-
der region. The economic boom of the 1960s finally induced the
young and qualified inhabitants of the borderlands to leave the rural
peripheries, both in the GDR and in the FRG.
In five chapters, Sagi Schaefer sheds light on the negotiations

between the various actors, their interests and aims, arrangements
and compromises regarding the inter-German border. From 1948 to
1952, temporary demarcation lines were solidified (ch. 1). In 1952–3,
the beginning of collectivization sharpened conflicts about land use
and property ownership along the border (ch. 2). Highlighting the
role of frontier farmers, this chapter links research on the formation
of borders and boundaries to the history of rural society. Changing
the perspective, Schaefer argues that the western (especially West
German) policy of non-recognition also shattered cross-border ex -
change, interactions and networks (ch. 3). In the GDR, the enforced
collectivization destroyed private landownership and eastern frontier
farmers’ attachment to the land in the latter half of the 1950s and in
the 1960s (ch. 4). The impact of West German Ostpolitik on the inter-
German border was more ambivalent (ch. 5). While de facto recogni-
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tion of the GDR deepened the division between the two German
states, détente led to a rapprochement between the FRG and the GDR
and their border residents, facilitating travel, especially Grenznah -
verkehr. The Basic Treaty also created the inter-German Border Com -
mit tee that regulated the border and paved the way towards a more
precise demarcation that was completed as late as 1978. All in all,
new channels of communication and exchange emerged, giving rise
to regional coordination after the border’s collapse in November and
December 1989.
As a history of border formation from the perspective of the

actors, Schaefer’s book looks at public interest in the experience of
separation in places such as Mödlareuth (situated partly in Thuringia
and partly in Bavaria). The postwar history of this divided village has
been presented in a local museum since the 1990s, and it was the sub-
ject of the German TV series Tannbach in early 2015. Schaefer’s study
concentrates on the Eichsfeld region in central Germany, a Catholic
enclave in a territory that has been dominated by the Protestant faith
since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648. Catholicism laid the ground for
kinship relations and networks that persisted even after Eichsfeld
was split between Prussia and Hanover at the Congress of Vienna in
1815. This borderline eventually divided the Soviet, British, and
American occupation zones in 1945, and became the inter-German
border in the 1950s.
Rather like Edith Sheffer’s pioneering study of the transformation

of the border between the Federal Republic and the GDR,1 Schaefer
conceives of the frontier between the two German states as ‘a set of
interactive processes of political, spatial, and social division’ (p. 17).
Taking up the constructivist turn in border studies,2 Schaefer’s excel-
lent book reconstructs the transformation of relations between East
and West Germans on both sides of the border. Equally important,
the interactions between frontier residents and central and regional
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state agencies receive strong attention. Local inhabitants shaped life
in the peripheral regions and ascribed meanings to the border, but
state agencies imposed considerable constraints on them. Neverthe -
less, border residents were able to harness central policies for their
own ends. In their attempts to receive compensation for the fields
that they had lost in the east, for instance, West German frontier
farmers appealed to the government in Bonn as victims of ‘Soviet
aggression’. Yet the aims and interests of central state authorities and
the regional districts differed, both in the FRG and the GDR. Whereas
the former were concerned with official relations between the two
German states, the latter sought to settle land conflicts and stabilize
the local economy, thereby halting the flight from agriculture and the
borderlands.
As Schaefer demonstrates, the inter-German border was con-

structed ‘from below’ as much as ‘from above’. The specific appro-
priations of central directives by border residents and district local
authorities, in particular, show the scope and limits of agency on the
border. Although he takes political restrictions into account, Schaefer
occasionally tends to underestimate and diminish their impact on
border residents, especially on the eastern side. In his account of the
final phase of the collectivization of agriculture in 1959–60, for exam-
ple, the author emphasizes that members of the new Type I collec-
tives managed to preserve some autonomy, as livestock and machin-
ery remained privately owned. Yet they had to share fieldwork in the
collectives and were not simply ‘able to protect and maintain their
self-perception as independent farmers rather than workers of a
state-owned farm’ (p. 136).
In similar vein, Schaefer’s assertion that the ‘balance of power

between state and non-state groups and individuals was not clearly
tilted in the state’s direction’ (p. 137) in the process of collectivization
underrates the constraints imposed on East German farmers. In the
divided country, moreover, frontier residents were hardly ‘guardians
of national values’ (p. 151). Although he highlights the differences
between the GDR and the FRG, Schaefer overrates the similarities
between agricultural modernization in the two German states. As he
rightly observes, the implementation of reforms like the Land Con -
solidation Act (Flurbereinigungsgesetz) depended on ‘landowners’
willing ness to embrace it’ (p. 148) in West Germany—in stark contrast
to collectivization in the GDR. Not least, the author’s interpretation
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that the East Germans were mere ‘objects’ and ‘excluded from most
decisions about their own future in 1989–90’ (p. 202) ignores the free
elections of 18 March 1990 and the ensuing policies of Lothar de
Maizière’s government. Schaefer is surely right, however, in stress-
ing the basic asymmetry of power in the process of unification.
These reservations notwithstanding, Sagi Schaefer’s book is a

major contribution to historical scholarship. Going far beyond the
history of the inter-German border, it explains the role of specific
actors and institutions in the dynamics of the division of Germany
from the 1950s to the 1970s. The protracted process of separation con-
fronted borderland residents with problems and challenges that they
tried to tackle by cross-border cooperation, a wide range of interac-
tions, or even Cold War rhetoric. The border between the two German
states was not only imposed ‘from above’ by central authorities, but
its construction was embedded in concrete everyday social inter-
change. It relied on mobilization as much as on coercion. Schaefer also
analyses the strategies used by border residents to circumvent and
penetrate the border, though less extensively. Yet it still needs to be
investigated whether and to what extent cross-border interaction in
the 1970s and 1980s, especially through Grenznah verkehr, eventually
facilitated the regional cooperation that emerged from the collapse of
the border in 1989. In any case, Sagi Schaefer has convincingly
demonstrated that borders are constructed and superseded by
human actions, even under restrictive conditions.

ARND BAUERKÄMPER is Professor of Modern European History at
the Free University Berlin. Among his many publications are Die
’radikale Rechte’ in Großbritannien: Nationalistische und faschistische Be -
wegung vom späten 19. Jahrhundert bis 1945 (1991); Ländliche Gesellschaft
in der kommunistischen Diktatur: Zwangsmodernisierung und Tradition in
Brandenburg 1945–1963 (2002); Die Sozialgeschichte der DDR (2005); Der
Faschismus in Europa 1918–1945 (2006); and Das umstrittene Gedächtnis:
Die Erinnerung an Nationalsozialismus, Faschismus und Krieg in Europa
seit 1945 (2012).

103

States of Division


	Seiten aus Titel_152
	Schaefer_Bauerkämper



