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PETER BARKER, MARC-DIETRICH OHSE, and DENNIS TATE
(eds.), Views from Abroad: Die DDR aus britischer Perspektive (Bielefeld:
W. Bertelsmann Verlag, 2007), 284 pp. ISBN 978 3 7639 3569 7. €19.90

Does it still exist, the special British view of the GDR? From a distance,
can more be seen—different, more important things? At any rate it is
clear that British research on the GDR is active and is producing a
wealth of results. This is demonstrated by the volume under review
here, in German with English abstracts, the third in an informal series
of recent years.1 It goes back to a conference held in July 2006, organ-
ized by the Centre for East German Studies at the University of
Reading and supported by the Stiftung Aufarbeitung and the German
History Society. The twenty-one essays give a taste of the numerous
projects undertaken, indeed still being undertaken, at British univer-
sities in recent years. Thematically and chronologically the essays
cover a broad spectrum: from the Soviet internment camps of the
occupation period to the film industry after the Wende. The essays by
historians focus on problems of life within GDR society, while the
Germanists concentrate mainly on the position and self-perception of
writers and other intellectuals in the GDR and afterwards.

For historians some of the empirical research on the society of the
GDR offers some interesting new insights. Jessica Reinisch has taken
a closer look at the personnel policy of the health service in the Soviet
zone and early GDR. She discovered that because of the exigencies
caused by the disastrous state of health in the post-war period there
was a remarkable continuity from the Third Reich as regards doctors
and other health workers. This ran contrary to all declarations about
de-Nazification, nor was it later revised (the results are well-known,
for example, the fact that many doctors who had carried out euthana-
sia had successful careers in the GDR). Reinisch’s verdict is clear:
‘Doctors and health workers emerged as clear winners from the con-
flict between an attempt to normalize living conditions on the one
hand, and the desire for social change on the other’ (p. 90). According
to a Soviet report of 1946, the effect was that more than 50 per cent of
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senior doctors in the Soviet zone were former members of the
NSDAP. It is not entirely surprising that the Communist leadership
was prepared to accept such a high level of continuity in this profes-
sional group, but this finding underlines the fact that GDR society
also had its post-fascist burdens, concealed beneath the anti-fascism
it proclaimed. 

In one of the studies of the Honecker era Mark Allinson uses the
discussions on economic policy of 1977 to question the extent to
which the GDR economy can really be described as a planned econ-
omy. According to his findings, although the economic plan played a
certain role in procedural terms, as far as the actual development
processes in the GDR economy were concerned it was more a reflec-
tion of existing problems than a genuine executive instrument. He
argues that the GDR economy should no longer be looked at purely
in terms of plan and deviation from plan, and that the significance of
any planning aspects should be relativized. ‘The sources cited here
show that there was no plan that established a “feasible course of
action and a set of results to be achieved”’. Equally the unrealistic fig-
ures in the plan were not balanced and therefore could not serve ‘as
a basis for coordinating economic activity’. Seen in this light, he
maintains, the plan was never anything more than a target for the
GDR economy in the broadest sense. ‘Instead of achieving the plan,
all the GDR works managers and economic planners could do was
administer the shortfalls and demonstrate to the GDR state and party
leaders that they were doing everything possible to achieve their illu-
sory plan’ (p. 105). His findings confirm that more attention should
be paid to the significance of informal processes in the functioning
and failure of socialist national economies. What should not be over-
looked, however, is that from the early 1970s decisions based on the
plan, for instance, reduction of the investment quota in favour of
social relief measures, made a lasting contribution to the erosion of
the national economy. For this reason, there should be no rush to
regard the plans as insignificant and consign them to the files.

One of the most impressive essays in the volume is by Mike
Dennis on Vietnamese contract workers. This group, which in the last
years of the GDR numbered almost 60,000, was subjected to a harsh
regime, designed to turn them into a permanently available pool of
workers. They were constantly threatened with expulsion and severe
punishment, for example, in the case of pregnancy or intimate rela-
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tionships. They were generally accommodated in hostels (like the
earlier West German Gastarbeiter). The Vietnamese did, however,
generate their own sense of purpose to a considerable degree: they
did all they could to give their families at home as much financial and
material support as possible. Alongside their actual jobs, they devel-
oped a veritable black economy, amongst other things by extensive
textile production, which quickly transformed their hostels into
stockrooms and sewing rooms, making them the place to go for GDR
citizens keen to make purchases. Certain sections of the GDR popu-
lation reacted to this ‘otherness’ with latent racism, quaintly
described by Dennis as ‘hostility to foreigners’, which coincided with
the interests of the SED state. An MfS report of 1989 established as a
source of unrest ‘their achieving unjustified demands (e.g. wage
increases) by methods that GDR workers only associated with capi-
talist countries, for example, threatening to or actually going on
strike; state and works officials giving in to the demands of foreign
workers because of the shortage of labour; extreme interest in materi -
alism’. In the eyes of the system, which by this time was already
crumbling, the Vietnamese represented a ‘combination of the para-
sitic way of life in the GDR with glorification of the capitalist system’
(p. 117)—a vocabulary that speaks for itself.

Anna Saunders’s enquiries into GDR patriotism amongst young
people, beyond the revolutionary upheavals of 1989, are particularly
convincing because of the wealth of sources used and the precise dif-
ferentiation of the findings: ‘From one day to the next carefully
planned careers were destroyed and the abundance of new opportu-
nities became overwhelming. Young people sought to steer a course
through this changing landscape as best they could and, in the
process, experienced an ever faster emotional rollercoaster’ (p. 137).
Equally profound were the numerous identity crises they went
through, in their attitude to the disappearing GDR homeland, to
reunification, and to their personal perspectives. After all, the end of
the GDR did not only mean escape from the constraints of the party
dictatorship, but also the disruption of all their plans. ‘Many entered
. . . reunited Germany with a tried and tested apolitical mentality dis-
tanced from the state, yet continued to feel emotional ties to their
immediate surroundings—as at the time of the GDR. The national
feeling of the young during this period seems to have been at its least
pronounced just when the German nation was celebrating what was
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supposedly its greatest triumph’ (p. 146). At the same time the self-
liberation of 1989–90 proved to be a source of pride for young people
and, interestingly, also the yardstick for life under the dictatorship,
against which the older generations, including in the Third Reich,
were measured. Saunders shows how changeable and multilayered
memory of life in the GDR is. The somewhat bland formula ‘Ostalgie’
conceals rather than explains all of this. 

Jeannette Madarász’s investigation of the membership of inde-
pendent women’s groups in the late GDR illustrates fairly convinc-
ingly the generational and sociological background of these opposi-
tional women, most of whom, in terms of the system, were well edu-
cated and had successful careers, and had thus profited from the
GDR’s ‘achievements’ for women. However, Madarász’s assertion
that the typical reasons for joining the oppositional milieu, such as
the fight for women’s rights, for a clean environment, or for accept-
ance of homosexuality, were not ‘political motives’ (p. 119), is some-
what dubious. Likewise, the claim that oppositional women were
‘encouraged by values and attitudes that were at least officially pro-
moted by the socialist system’ can hardly be even half true, consider-
ing those values and attitudes of hatred against civil rights and indi-
vidualism that may not always have been officially propagated, but
had fuelled the harsh attitude of the state against these women.
Surely we can assume that the strength of character of these coura-
geous women would have come to the fore even without the SED
women’s policy. 

Finally, Peter Barker deals with an aspect of the unification
process that has so far received little attention in his study of the
Domowina, the Sorbian organization in the GDR. As a distant by-
product of Soviet nationality policy, the Domowina enjoyed a status
of notional autonomy, even though this was restricted, in essence, to
a certain folkloristic character because it lacked any real right to self-
organization. The Wende suddenly gave the Rote Domowina scope
for democratic participation, but this quickly disintegrated into little
more than a local curiosity, which never achieved the political status
of, for example, the Danish minority in Schleswig-Holstein. 

And now for the essays in the volume by literary historians,
which continue the discussion that has been going on since 1990
about the confrontation of significant authors with the state. These
deal primarily with their self-presentation and self-reflection, in con-

100

Book Reviews



trast to what is now available in the SED and Stasi files. The common
themes running through this section are the intense and heated
debates in Germany in the 1990s about the character of the GDR, Stasi
involvement, and the re-assessment of the biographies and lives of
leading East German writers. 

Dennis Tate’s remarks on the chequered role of autobiographies
or autobiographically-inspired fictional texts are particularly inter-
esting. During the early GDR they were regarded with general sus-
picion as a ‘subjective narrative form’ since they were reminiscent of
the ‘renegade literature’ of disloyal Communists. Later, however,
through the work of authors such as Christa Wolf, Brigitte Reimann,
Franz Fühmann, and Günter de Bryun, they came to be appreciated
in their own right. After 1989 this genre flourished by working
through persecution and repression although, especially in the
Literaturstreit surrounding Christa Wolf, this led to fierce criticism of
the role of literary figures in the GDR system and their self-percep-
tion. Even today, autobiographies are still an important form of ex -
pression for East German writers. At the same time the public debate
about their ‘subjective authenticity’ is characterized by an ongoing
confrontation with intellectual life under the conditions of the GDR.
Several essays take up this topic.

In his autobiography Stefan Heym presents himself as an upright
intellectual who opposed the ignorant power of the state. Sara Jones
puts this to the test by looking at the disputes about his novel Lassalle.
According to the Central Committee files, Heym was far more of a
tactician who wheedled for compromises than the self-image por-
trayed in Nachruf, his memoirs published in 1987, suggests. Jones,
however, does not go along with Wolf Biermann’s speech about the
‘vain lifelong illusion’—and rightly so. A balanced representation of
the battles between the intelligentsia and the state should not be
based on their self-stylization or on the hen-fights that went on
between them. It is nonetheless possible to conclude that these were
figures of the day with considerable backbone. 

Beate Müller goes a step further in attempting to analyse the lin-
guistics of the secret service and its functions, using as an example
Operation Lügner conducted by the Stasi against Jurek Becker be -
tween 1976 and 1982. Looking at the ritualization and semantic ref-
erences in Stasi-speak can be very useful, for example, in the choice
of code names for unofficial collaborators and the designations used
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for ‘enemies’ under surveillance. On the other hand, it should be
borne in mind that the files provide only a distorted image of the per-
secution that went on at the time. They are weighed down by the lin-
guistic rituals and prescriptive jungle of the security bureaucracy that
were often regarded by the officers as a burdensome duty. This genre
of text says very little about the motivation and thought-processes of
the Stasi officers; this would require some knowledge of the unoffi-
cial language they used, which was full of affective, derogatory
expressions such as the ‘bent guy’ in the IM. One has to be careful
here not to take what has been passed on in the files more seriously
than was intended. 

These essays are supplemented by studies of a more institutional
nature, for example, on the Johannes R. Becher Literary Institute in
Leipzig. According to David Clarke it only partially fulfilled its role
as a training ground for new cadres in a literary landscape loyal to
the party considering the long list of students who, either during or
after their education there, refused to don the corset of socialist real-
ism. Laura Bradley looks primarily at the practical problems for the
East Berlin theatre caused by the erection of the Berlin Wall. The
draining away of actors from West Berlin who had previously
crossed over to the East also had its good side: it gave various GDR
actors who later became very famous the opportunity to appear on
the stages of the capital. 

These essays are rounded off by Renate Rechtien’s study of the
connection between everyday prose and autobiography in Christa
Wolf’s work. This emphasizes once again the importance of the per-
sonal references in the work of this author, who always responded
with her own literary programme to the call for ‘Vom Ich zum Wir’.

Rosemary Stott’s analysis of western films in the eastern cinema is
very reminiscent of the attitude towards pop and rock music in the
GDR. Here again there was much playing around with tricks and
numbers in order to reconcile ideological line and public appeal.
Daniela Berghahn concludes the section with a piece in memory of
the DEFA film company which, having just thrown off the shackles
of censorship, then went bankrupt. She treads the path from the Zoo
to the Dschungel with more cultural pessimism and nostalgia than the
film-makers themselves, but, at the end, discovers the legacy of the
DEFA in East German productions such as Sonnenallee, Halbe Treppe,
and Sommer vorm Balkon. 
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Following on from this Seàn Allan highlights the exclusively male
perspective in the successful GDR film retrospectives and ends with
an ambitious plea: ‘What is sadly still lacking in the post-Wende cin-
ema is a look back at the GDR from a perspective that truly repre-
sents the female other, and indeed in a new way, by rejecting the nos-
talgic tendencies of the young male protagonists, and presenting
instead a balanced critical view of the GDR past, though without
completely disowning it or, in an over-simplifying way, favouring
the political system of the FRG’ (p. 258).

So now, what about the specifically British view of the other
German state? Strictly speaking, there is nothing British that unites
the essays in this volume, apart from the fact that they all take an
empirical approach and do not see the need to embellish their find-
ings with any theoretical decoration. In fact, they fit very well into the
socio-historical perspective favoured by German and, for example,
French historians.2

The perspective is, of course, British in the studies of the relation-
ship between the GDR and Britain. Andrew Beattie looks back at the
British perception of the Soviet internment camps, and of the
‘Stalinist antifascism’ practised there. Marianne Howarth examines
how diplomatic relations were established, from the preparations for
setting up an embassy, to economic and cultural contacts which were
endangered by attempts to aid escape alleged to be British. For the
1980s Stefan Berger and Norman LaPorte emphasize Britain’s inter-
est, partly secret, partly overt, in having two recognized states. These
two essays supplement the historiography on British–East German
diplomatic history. 

This volume makes one thing quite clear: the dichotomies of the
1990s, the analytical division between a totalitarian system and the
‘right life in the wrong setting’ in the everyday experience of the ordi-
nary people or amongst the critical-loyal intelligentsia now belong to
the past. All this is replaced here by an integrative perspective which
takes the dictatorships of the twentieth century as a serious challenge
to social history.

The volume is rounded off along these lines by David Childs and
Mary Fulbrook, who reflect on British research on the GDR past and
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present. Childs’s recollections of the life of the GDR make it clear that
research on the GDR in Britain had just as many political implications
as in West Germany. In Britain there were both romantic lovers of the
supposedly ‘better Germany’ and notorious anti-Communists
(though Childs reckons that the GDR-lovers were in the majority).
Quietly triumphant, he looks back at his experiences in and with the
GDR, collected since a trip organized by the British council in 1978
with ‘all its negative impressions’: ‘Fear and shortages were omni -
present, and the poor state of the buildings, which I was able to see
in schools, housing estates, and student hostels’ (p. 34).

On the other hand, Mary Fulbrook’s claim, meanwhile presented
in both book and film,3 that from the distance of Britain she can paint
a more objective picture of ‘normality’ in the GDR than the dogged,
over-politicized German researchers, seems somewhat exaggerated.
The trend she identifies for the early 1990s, that ‘academic debates
often imitated political debates’ (p. 41) is hardly surprising given the
political significance of the collapse of the GDR. It has, however, long
since been overtaken by solid basic research and is not a German
peculiarity—as evidenced by various English-language books. 

Nowadays, as regards trends in research on the GDR, the ‘nation-
al character’ of the researchers in question is only one of many
dimensions. Concrete approaches and findings often transcend the
boundaries of national academic traditions. This sort of globalization
can only be welcomed, and the volume under review makes an excel-
lent contribution to it.

3 Mary Fulbrook, The People’s State: East German Society from Hitler to Honecker
(New Haven, 2005).
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