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CHARLES S. MAIER, Dissolution. The Crisis of Communism and the End
of East Germany (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997), xx +
440 pp. ISBN 0 691 07879 3. $21.95
JOHN P. BURGESS, The East German Church and the End of Communism
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), xiv + 185 pp.
ISBN 0 19 511098 6. £33.50

Charles Maier’s aim is to examine and explain in a ‘synthetic history’
the complex factors that led to the ‘dissolution’ of the GDR. By
‘dissolution’ he does not mean ‘implosion’ or ‘collapse’. Maier’s approach
is to analyse both ‘long-term pressures’ on the one hand, and ‘conscious
choices’ on the other, and to demonstrate their interdependence. The
book is based on sources from the former GDR stored in the Federal
Archives (Potsdam and Berlin), SED party files, oral history interviews
in the Hoover Institution archive, and the author’s own interviews with
members of the civil rights movement and politicians. He was supported
by the Zentrum für Zeithistorische Forschung in Potsdam.

Maier arranges his material in six major chapters. He examines the
external and internal constitution of the GDR as it developed until 1989.
Then he analyses the peculiar ‘German revolution’ and its consequences,
culminating in reunification, including great mental and economic
problems for the whole of Germany. His account ranges from the
Treuhand and the Gauck Authority (‘a sort of Treuhand for the historical
record’, p. 312) to the restructuring of the academic scene in eastern
Germany, which is described in great detail. Maier includes in this,
clearly from a positive perspective, the founding of the Potsdam Zentrum
where historians of the former SED had the opportunity to do their
research.

In the first chapter Maier shows how the Nomenklatura and the GDR
population lost their belief in the ideals of ‘actually existing socialism’.
Supported by the Soviets, the German Communists and some Social
Democrats, from 1946 jointly in the eastern zone, had started to build
their better Germany with great enthusiasm. When telling this story
Maier constantly keeps an eye on developments in the other satellite
states of the eastern superpower. There were parallels in the way in
which power was established – and in the traumas too. The GDR’s
trauma was 17 June 1953, which was to haunt the ‘authoritarian state’
with its ‘totalitarian society’ (cf. pp. 53, 314-15), placing a question-mark
over its legitimacy to the very end. ‘East Germany’s claim to statehood
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was always in question, whether in 1949, 1953 or 1989’ (p. 16). Pulling
the strings on all three occasions were not the German socialists, but the
Russians. On 16 June 1953 ‘the SED meeting dissolved in dispute’, and
the same thing happened in 1989. But this time the Soviets did not
intervene. It would certainly have been possible for the GDR leaders to
have prevented the external collapse of their state by force. But they
made no attempt to do so. The socialist practice of carrying out purges
amongst adherents always shattered the faith of true believers as well.
This applies to all revolutions – even right-wing military dictatorships.
Maier points to parallels in Greece, Spain, Portugal, and Latin America
in this and other respects. When the Berlin Wall was built in 1961 the
East Germans were prevented from fleeing to the ‘capitalist’ West. On
the eastern side this border created further segmentation and division.
The private sphere had nothing to do with the public one; scholars
worked within the compartment allocated to them, beavering away on
their own intellectual and political allotment to the end, despite a
certain degree of liberalization.

According to ‘progressive’ intellectuals in West Germany in the mid-
1980s, the GDR could look back on a unique success story. Maier
analyses the economic misjudgements contained in this view in his
second chapter, ‘The Economic Collapse’. Incapable of modernization,
the regime sought to keep the loyalty of its subjects in balance by
granting privileges on the one hand, and by threats on the other.
‘Socialism corrupted the public sphere through privilege; it corrupted
the private sphere through secrecy’ (p. 45). By the end of 1989 ‘most
authoritarian rulers no longer believed in their own original vision’ (p.
57). This may well be true. But ‘Western society’, not least because of the
ideological work of eastern bloc specialists, had also lost much of its
attraction. Maier has no answer to this universal loss of ideals.

The author paints a broad picture and all in all presents an accurate
over-all impression. His left-liberal perspective (cf. his views on the
Historikerstreit, p. 335), sometimes distorts his view of the other side of
the coin. For example, he asserts that comparisons between the Nazi
regime and the SED regime after 1989 ‘were sometimes deployed to
delegitimize East German public figures and set limits on political
participation’ (p. 315). This political instrumentalization may well have
occurred, though it was often unnecessary because many GDR politicians
delegitimized themselves by their personal behaviour. In any case,
surely the stubborn academic emphasis on the differences between the
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two dictatorships also had political uses? The categorization of the GDR
as a ‘moderate’ dictatorship benefited its agents.

Just as Maier is indebted to the Potsdam Zentrum für Zeithistorische
Forschung, John P. Burgess was supported by the Kirchliche Hochschule in
East Berlin, previously the language seminary. This has pros and cons
in both cases. Between 1984 and 1991, Burgess initially spent a year as
a guest of the language seminary, and then returned regularly for a few
months or weeks at a time. He is convinced that the churches offered the
harassed dissidents a free space, and that the deeper reasons why this
protection was allowed are to be found in the theology of Barth and
Bonhoeffer, and the 1934 theological declaration of Barmen. The
theologians of the language seminary are in this tradition. In fact, other
theological approaches, such as the cultural-theological tradition of
German liberal theology, had at least an equal impact in the GDR, but
the reader is told virtually nothing about them, nor about religious
socialism.

Burgess’s book is a collection of revised essays, which were first
published between 1986 and 1997. It is based on oral eye-witness
reports, ‘underground publications’ (p. viii), and literature published
up to 1993; he does not use unpublished archival sources. In the first
section the author seeks to demonstrate that from the mid-1980s the
church, within its Marxist environment, developed a ‘language of
liberation’ (p. viii) that provoked a public debate on GDR taboos.
Although the church avoided confrontation with the state, he says, the
language in which it described incidents such as 8 May 1985 differed
from the official version without directly contradicting it. The church,
he goes on, constantly dwelt on guilt and reconciliation. ‘In thus
broadening the parameters of public language, the church represented
a free space. This free space attracted dissent, alternative groups, and
the church’s language helped legitimate them and their concern for
truth and peace’ (pp. 40-1).

In part two the church is presented as a political and religious force
in the GDR which, because of these qualities, contributed to the ‘peaceful
revolution’. This assessment does not, however, entirely exclude gentle
criticism: ‘The church, anxious to preserve the privileges it had won for
itself over the years, may have succumbed in some cases to state
pressure, but it generally maintained a distinctive political identity. It
sought to protect its institutional interests without accommodating
itself. Yet it was constantly tempted to define itself primarily in terms set
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by the state, whether of opposition or partnership’ (p. 58). This description
hardly takes account of the criticism often made by the civil rights
movement, namely that church leaders co-operated with the state with
the aim of strangling the opposition. It is not surprising, therefore, that
hardly any of the opposition groups saw themselves as a ‘church
group’. Burgess even calls one member of the opposition, the Thuringian
vicar Ehrhart Neubert who worked for the Kirchenbund in East Berlin,
a ‘West German sociologist’ (p. 67), presumably because Neubert used
Niklas Luhmann’s sociological categories in his interpretations of the
church’s position.

All in all, it is not entirely clear whom Burgess means when he speaks
of ‘the church’, which allows him to move people who belong, at best,
on the periphery of the church, to the centre of the religious or political
action. This approach becomes especially apparent in the third section,
where Burgess turns three theologians from the language seminary into
standard-bearers of the peaceful revolution, and attributes roles to
them in the democratization of ‘postcommunist east Germany’ (p. viii)
which they never really had. He describes Wolfgang Ullmann and
Richard Schröder as ‘political leaders’, and Wolf Krötke as a leading
GDR theologian. But Ullmann and Schröder were a political episode
lasting just a few months. It is certainly debatable whether their political-
philosophical discourse ‘shaped East German politics’ (p. 102), as
Burgess claims, and whether they will go down in German political
history as ‘the Ullmann-Schröder debate’ (p. 103). What about Lothar
de Maizière and other politicians whose careers likewise came to an
abrupt end because of Stasi collaboration, but who had an incom-
parably greater influence on the initial transformation of East German
society? Today Ullmann (now, incidentally, far from ‘the church’) is a
‘bank-bencher’ in the European Parliament, and Schröder, although
still a member of the SPD, has no political role at all. In fact, there is only
one successful politician from eastern Germany with a church back-
ground, Manfred Stolpe. Schröder, to his credit, defended him tirelessly
against all Stasi accusations. Burgess does mention Stolpe, but not in his
central role as a unique political talent with the ability to survive.

Burgess devotes an entire chapter to ‘The Theology of Wolf Krötke’.
To what extent this theologian, barely known even in Germany, gave
Protestant theology an independent impulse going beyond Karl Barth,
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Eberhard Jüngel, still needs clarification by
historians of theology.
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These two books are an interesting reflection of recent German
history from a point of view which is sympathetic to Germany, but not
German. They thus make an important historiographical contribution
to an appropriate account of the events. It is striking, however, that the
‘outside perspective’ of the authors is hardly different from the view of
their respective German hosts.
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