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PAUL BETTS, Within Walls: Private Life in the German Democratic Re -
pub lic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), xi + 321 pp. ISBN 978
0 19 920884 5. £35.00

Paul Betts has written an important book. Its subject is history with-
in walls in a double sense. It refers first to the wall protecting the bor-
der, after 1961, of a country where, after National Socialism, social-
ism as a dictatorship of the Socialist Unity Party (SED) was devel-
oped and secured; and secondly to the walls of houses and flats
behind which what we call private life took place. This is often
thought of as a protected life, screened from state intervention and
unreasonable political demands, one that is shaped by individuals
themselves in relative autonomy, and in which personal relations are
marked by trust. This life takes place predominantly at what we call
‘home’, and is what Betts’s investigation concentrates on. He asks
about relations between a state which is interested in controlling the
private sphere as far as possible, and citizens who are prepared to do
anything to create and maintain, even, if possible, to expand, it.
Simply by posing this question, the author positions himself among
those historians who believe in the possibility of a sphere of this kind,
which is not completely at the mercy of the dictatorship; for whom
the history of the GDR is not purely the history of domination, but
draws its dynamic from the tension between state and stubborn citi-
zens, between control and self-regulation.

Of course, Betts does not assume that the private sphere is the
complete Other of the dictatorship. What interests him is the rela-
tionship between the private and the political in the GDR, in which
he does not see the private as totally subjected to the political, but
rather regards this relationship as built on tough negotiating process-
es in which the borders between each of these spheres and the spaces
for negotation within them are at stake. Betts follows the history of
these negotiations between the state and private citizens from the
beginning of the GDR to its end in seven chapters. Most of these look
at if not the whole of GDR history, then at long periods within it, and,
beyond this, they examine in detail the earlier history of the phe-
nomena under investigation, at times going back as far as the nine-
teenth century. As a result, Betts does not reduce the relationship
between the private and the political to the GDR (or the system of
state socialism in general), but defines these as part of the wider phe-
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nomenon of modernity. This story is framed in the history of the state
security service from its refinement into an ever more perfect and
perfidious instrument of control, reaching far into the intimate
sphere (chapter one), to the dissolution of the Stasi and the reappro-
priation of private sovereignty by the citizens who had been spied
upon (Epilogue). In between there are six chapters in which depth
probes are taken. Con centrating on individual aspects or groups of
sources, they look at the creation of, the threat to, and the transfor-
mation of the public sphere in an exemplary way. Specifically, chap-
ter two looks at the Christian milieux in the GDR and the struggle
they had to assert themselves; chapter three discusses divorce cases
and judgements as a source for the significance of mariage and fam-
ily in the GDR; chapter four examines the ‘correct’ lifestyle, investi-
gating the (standardized) interior decoration of flats and rules for
behaviour; chapter five is devoted to cases of arbitration in disputes
between neighbours, casting light on the sources of such conflicts
and the social self-organization behind their resolution; chapter six
presents petitions and their concerns, which demonstrate what was
expected of the state, in material and social terms, for the shaping of
a good life; and, finally, chapter seven is concerned with the artistic
shaping of the private sphere in GDR photography.

What holds these individual studies together is not only the issue
of the conditions governing the material, social, and emotional life of
the citizens under SED rule, but also a process of transformation
common to them all. This can be summed up briefly as follows. In the
course of GDR history, the private sphere assumed increasing signif-
icance. This applied not only to the citizens, for whom home and
family became by far the most important aspects of their lives, and
which, as a matter of course, they increasingly demanded the right to
shape themselves. It was also true of the perspective of the state and
Party, who made the private sphere possible through their social
policies and policies of consumption and even permitted its self-reg-
ulation within certain limits. But in individual cases—such as an
emergency created by subversion—they kept a check on it through
intensive observation and intervention to the point of destruction.

The book’s subtitle, Private Life in the German Democratic Republic,
raises the wrong expectations to some extent because what it is real-
ly about is concepts of the private within state socialism. These arose
on the one hand out of the political leadership’s totalitarian expecta-
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tions of forming, penetrating, and controlling the private sphere; on
the other out of the class-specific blueprints which citizens drew up
of the lives they wanted to live, and their demands for autonomy. As
Betts correctly sees this as a basic conflict in the political and social
history of the GDR and investigates it in exemplary fashion, the his-
tory he writes is located at the level of these blueprints and demands,
and their negotiation, rather than at the level of everyday practices in
the private sphere. This also applies to the chapters which deal with
citizens’ initiatives such as petitions, a type of text designed to appeal
to the ruling authorities; to arbitration cases in which the people
themselves intervened, creating order and smoothing things over;
and to the photographs of private living spaces, in which stage-man-
aged presentations of the family were put together for the photo -
grapher from outside. The GDR’s ‘private’  citizens always behaved
with an eye to their opposite numbers outside their walls.

This is partly a problem of the sources, for it is in the nature of the
privacy achieved within the GDR that it successfully closed itself to
the source-generating public sphere. Betts, however, obviously made
a decision not to put possible private testimonies at the centre of his
investigation (amateur photographs, diaries, correspondences, uten-
sils and the interior decoration of flats, the practices of the black econ-
omy, and so on), and his use of the interviews he himself conducted
is limited. Instead, he seeks the private sphere where it intersects
with the social and the political, where it has to explain and defend
itself, where it is observed and documented. This procedure proves
to be highly illuminating and productive, not only for a history of the
private sphere in the GDR, but beyond this for a social history of the
GDR in the best sense.
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