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stoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), xiv + 261 pp. ISBN 978 0 230 22784
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In 1948 Erich Honecker, then chairman of the Free German Youth
Movement (FDJ), declared that ‘sport is not an end in itself, but the
means to an end’ (p. 18). This clear statement, pointing to a utilitari-
an and politicized understanding of sport, became the ideological
backbone of GDR sports, and the starting point for the rise of a
unique, state-controlled sports system. Much has been published in
German on this particular sports system, and many of these books
have come out of the Centre for the Study of Contemporary Sports
based at the University of Potsdam (Arbeitsbereich Zeitgeschichte
des Sports). Significantly less, however, has been published on GDR
sport in English. This gap has now been filled with the study by
Dennis and Grix on sport under the German Communist regime. The
publication is primarily based on research produced by German col-
leagues enriched by additional source material.
The co-authors explain their approach as a unique mix of histori-

cal and political science-based analysis. They aim to show the links
between the development of sport in the GDR and the character of
national and international sports systems today. They attempt to
deconstruct the myth of a ‘well-oiled and harmonious system that
thrived on the mutually supportive relationship between elite and
mass sports, providing ample provision for both’ (p. 3). Showing
how contested the field of high-performance sport in the GDR actu-
ally was, they hope to reach wider conclusions about the functioning
of the GDR dictatorship itself. 
The nine chapters of the study look first at the establishment of

the high-performance sports system (1–3) and the role of doping
(4–5). Two chapters focus on the contested identity of the sports sys-
tem, drawing on the examples of football and mass sports (6–7). The
final two chapters embed GDR sports in a wider international/com-
parative context and present key themes and findings.
The study begins with a broadbrush picture of the different layers

of the politicization of sport with particular focus on the role of inter-
national sporting successes in legitimizing the GDR in the eyes of its
citizens and the international public. The following chapters present
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two more detailed studies of the development of East Germany’s
elite sports system and of how young sporting talents were found
and promoted.
The authors divide the evolution of the GDR as a sporting nation,

developing from very difficult beginnings to become an athletic
superpower, into five phases: anti-fascist, anti-militaristic sport,
1945–7; a Soviet-type state–socialist model, 1952–6; further central-
ization and the ascendancy of elite sports, 1957–67; key reforms in the
elite sport sector 1967–9; and, finally, the crystallization of the stan-
dard elite sports model, 1969–74/5. The chapter introduces the struc-
tures of the GDR’s elite sports system and key figures such as
Manfred Ewald, one of the most powerful East German sports offi-
cials, and highlights conflicts of interests between the various bodies
involved in the running of the tightly knit elite sports system. Yet the
state exerted almost total control over the system by tracking num-
bers, keeping statistics, and implementing ever new planning mech-
anisms. 
Apart from the structures of the elite pyramid training centres,

special sports schools, and sport clubs, the authors discuss the key
mechanisms of the talent-scouting system from the hosting of youth
Spartakiades to the introduction of a broad talent-spotting system
called ESA (Einheitliche Sichtung und Auswahl) in 1973. GDR school
children were constantly measured and tested to spot athletic talent
at a very early age. The authors make interesting points, but fall short
in exploring these further, for example, the observation that ESA was
part and parcel of ‘everyday life at school for GDR children’, which
sounds worth exploring in further research on everyday life in the
GDR. They also point to the high-powered performances at the Child
and Youth Spartakiades, already explored by Molly Wilkinson
Johnson in an important study.1
Chapters four and five look at what is probably the most widely

discussed aspect of the GDR’s high-performance system. Since the
mid 1960s, state-controlled doping programmes were developed in
interaction between state actors, sports officials, and what the authors
call ‘pressures from below’ (p. 85). The authors demonstrate how con-
tested the system actually was, marked by internal rivalries and a
constant struggle for ever more resources and influence between its

126

Book Reviews

1 Molly Wilkinson Johnson, Training Socialist Citizens: Sports and the State in
East Germany (Leiden, 2008).



key institutions, such as groups attached to party high commissions
and ministries of state, industrial complexes, sports organizations,
research institutes, and medical services. 
The authors courageously blur the boundaries between assumed

victims (athletes) and perpetrators (trainers, doctors, and sport offi-
cials). It was the combined ‘greed’ (p. 104) for prestige and financial
benefits on the part of athletes, the ‘greed’ of trainers for medals and
standing in the competition with other clubs for prestige and talent,
and the state’s overarching goal of demonstrating the superiority of
socialism over capitalism (and also its desire to shine within its own
bloc rivalry) that allowed the inhuman doping system to flourish. It is
therefore convincing yet striking to read that the state-controlled dop-
ing system was implemented to control ‘wild’ or uncontrolled dop-
ing. As much as everyone would agree that the doping of unknowing
children and young adults as practised in the GDR is a crime, we must
also acknowledge that many athletes worldwide use performance
enhancing drugs knowingly and willingly. The authors therefore dis-
cuss the development of the GDR’s doping system in an internation-
al and comparative perspective. Ultimately, however, they reach the
conclusion that the large degree of state control over the GDR’s dop-
ing system sets it clearly apart from Western doping practices. 
Taking football and the relationship between mass and elite

sports as examples, the authors explore the most contested fields in
the GDR’s sports system. With the highly unpopular decision to relo-
cate many traditional teams, GDR sports officials cut local roots and
traditions as early as the 1950s, offending many fans. After that, foot-
ball developed as a minefield created by various strong political, eco-
nomic, and regional actors who, for many different, sometimes per-
sonal, reasons fought for control over the game. The state never
achieved full control over football, which was also significantly hard-
er to medicalize and manipulate than more mechanical sports such as
track and field. This explains the GDR’s strikingly unsuccessful pres-
ence on the international football scene. It also explains how football
could remain the sport with the most space for individual aims and
goals.
The individual aims, goals, and demands of GDR citizens are

articulated even more strongly in the chapter on the tensions caused
by declining investment in mass sports and the growing financial
and structural gap between mass and high-performance sports.
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Making use of Eingaben, petitions from citizens to state and party offi-
cials, the chapter shows the increasing disharmony within the GDR’s
sports system and a growing impatience on the part of citizens with
the pressures and shortages caused by the rapid economic decline of
the 1980s. This chapter reveals one of the significant shortcomings of
Dennis’s and Grix’s work: their inability to embed their findings in
current debates not just about GDR sport, but also about the coun-
try’s culture and society. The stories they tell are signifiers of con-
flicts, but the causes and circumstances of these conflicts remain
largely in the dark.
The final part of the study looks at the legacy of the GDR’s sports

system, its talent-scouting and fostering mechanisms, in the context
of a process which the authors call the ‘convergence of elite sport
development’ (p. 172) on a global scale. Here they compare the elite
sports systems of East Germany, the UK, Australia, and China, argu-
ing that a convergent high-performance system, differing only in the
degree of state control, developed, although given the scope of the
chapter they cannot go into the subject in any great depth. The chap-
ter itself and, in particular, its focus on the period after the 1970s, is
highly problematic. Globalization and cultural exchange processes,
and sport as an actor, commodity, and product in and of global
exchange processes since the nineteenth century, date back to earlier
times and must be taken into consideration. 
From the start, athletic ideals, training methods, and scientific

knowledge travelled the globe alongside athletes and their trainers
and coaches participating in international competitions such as the
Olympic Games. A global history of sport with a focus on sports sci-
ence, training mechanisms, and ideologies attached to specific atti-
tudes towards athletic performance is an open and promising field of
research, but does not fit well into this narrow study of GDR sport.
The book finishes with the authors summarizing their arguments,
highlighting again the contestations and conflicts in the high-per-
formance sports system with competing individuals fighting for
resources and personal and international prestige. They also point
out the importance of existing regional and traditional understand-
ings of the meaning of sport among fans, athletes, and trainers in pro-
ducing ever new conflicts.
Dennis and Grix have produced a first concise and compelling

English-language summary of the vast research done on GDR sport.
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The book will surely prove valuable for teaching the subject and, it is
to be hoped, will encourage further research in the field now that the
basic facts are easily accessible. Even though the authors highlight
important possible fields for future research, such as the tensions and
conflicts within the sports system, they tend to follow the dominant
approach in German sport history too closely, with its focus on struc-
tures, elite actors, state resolutions, and a controlled sport and science
sector. 
This perspective fails to shed light on the functioning of sport

between different societal actors, an approach whose value has been
demonstrated, for instance, by Molly Wilkinson Johnson (with her
focus on leading sports figures, events, and fans), and German histo-
rian Klaus Latzel, who has written an outstanding study of the power
relationships within sport and pharmaceutical industries (in this case
Jenapharm).2 Indeed, future research on sport in the GDR will only
thrive if scholars either contribute to more recent approaches devel-
oped in GDR historiography, or if they use sport as a prism through
which we can better understand the nature of the GDR dictatorship
more generally. 
Two leading historians of the GDR, Paul Betts and Jan Palmowski,

have defined two fields that should be taken seriously when writing
the history of GDR sport. Betts has traced the creation and production
of a unique socialist version of modernity in the context of East
German everyday life. Even though Betts formulates his ideas in the
context of how individuals (and the state) contested the private
sphere, his notion that there was a particular socialist idea of the
‘modern’ could be extremely valuable in conceptualizing the ideals of
a socialist athlete. Through training and medicalization, the socialist
athlete embodied the values of modernity and placed these on the
international stage. 
Palmowski, in his work, highlights the importance of regional cel-

ebrations and spectacles as contested fields in which regional identi-
ty was preserved and state control challenged, up to the point when
the state lost its citizens in 1989. A future study of GDR sport events
should go beyond Spartakiades and Deutsche Turn- und Sportfeste,
analyse the cultural performances taking place during regional
sports competitions, and explore, in particular, the tensions between
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regional collective identities and the artificial vision of a socialist
nation fostered by the East German regime.
In short, the gap of a cultural history of GDR sport has yet to be

filled. Sport provides a unique prism through which the relationship
between science, the body, and the public in the GDR can be
analysed. It is to be hoped that the fact that a key text on GDR sport
is finally available in English will inspire future work on the history
of sport science in the GDR, the cultural ramifications of the ideolo-
gy of scientific–technological progress, the everyday life of those
doing school sport in the GDR , and the role of regional sport specta-
cles.
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