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DEBATE

* Mary Fulbrook’s book, Anatomy of a Dictatorship: Inside the GDR 1949-89
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), was reviewed by Martin Sabrow
in the Debate Section of the Bulletin, Vol. XX, No. 1 (May 1998), pp. 28-36.

Theoretical Perspectives on the German Democratic Republic.
Mary Fulbrook responds to Martin Sabrow*

Martin Sabrow concludes his highly interesting review of my book,
Anatomy of a Dictatorship: Inside the GDR 1949-89, with the comment
that ‘the result of [Fulbrook’s] post mortem is not yet final’.1 Indeed not:
I expressly stated in my Preface to Anatomy that it was a preliminary
and ‘to some extent provisional contribution’.2 I am delighted to see the
development of a more differentiated debate than at first seemed likely
in the politically charged aftermath of the collapse of the East German
dictatorship. There is no trace here of the political and moral sniping
which underlay many early ‘reckonings’ with the regime, nor of the
attempts to discredit intellectual arguments by snide denigration of
the imputed political and moral views of authors. Rather, Sabrow’s
review not only engages seriously with the substantive, interpretive
arguments and hypotheses of my book, but also raises some key
theoretical issues with far wider implications. I shall focus primarily on
these more general theoretical questions here.

There are three areas in particular which I wish to discuss: the
nature and use of analytical concepts, particularly the concepts of
totalitarianism and legitimacy; the question of empathy, or interpre-
tive understanding, and its relation to value neutrality, relativism, and
the nature of history; and the question of approaches to political-social
history (or whatever phrase we may wish to come up with). I shall of
course discuss these issues specifically in relation to the comments
Sabrow makes on my book, but I believe they are of far broader
relevance – are indeed crucial – to the nature of historical analysis in
general.

1 Sabrow, p. 36.
2 Anatomy, p. v.
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Concepts: Totalitarianism, Legitimacy
Sabrow’s review raises the issue of how we are to interpret the GDR as
a whole, in the light of wider theoretical models. He suggests that there
are internal contradictions in my approach: in his view, while I explic-
itly reject the ‘totalitarian model’, he claims to find lingering vestiges
of this in my substantive analysis of repression/repressed, and in my
interpretations of the ‘total claims’ of rulers. But I believe that, for all his
theoretical awareness, Sabrow has missed crucial distinctions concern-
ing the nature of concepts and models in history and is thus less than
clear in his discussion of totalitarianism generally and as applied to the
GDR.

Let me start by making a few, necessarily highly condensed, general
remarks about the nature of concepts.3 Historical analysis can take
place only through the development, application, evaluation, and
refinement of a set of analytical concepts. These play a key role both in
our perception and active investigation of the empirical historical
world, on the one hand, and our interpretation, explanation, and
representation of this historical reality on the other. Concepts vary
dramatically in their degree of contentiousness and theoretical sophis-
tication: they may be part of the taken-for-granted vocabulary of a
particular discourse, simply accepted because it is assumed that ‘this
is the way the world is’; they may be quite clearly ‘essentially con-
tested’, politically loaded; they may be an elaborated element in a
sophisticated theoretical framework.4 Concepts may be obviously
‘anachronistic’, or explicitly innovative. They may refer to historical
‘wholes’ or to parts of a larger complex. They may, as Max Weber
famously pointed out in his discussion of ‘ideal types’, represent
artificial constructs never found in the ‘pure’ version in reality (‘bu-
reaucracy’), or encapsulate a range of historically saturated ‘real’ cases
(‘the city’), or highlight selected elements of one very specific historical
complex (‘the Protestant ethic’).

3 These ideas are developed at greater length in a book I am currently
writing on Historical Theory (Routledge).

4 Pause for a moment to consider the apparently innocent little word, ‘class’,
in the light of these remarks. We all appreciate – particularly when walking
down any street in central London – that it refers to something very real;
but try getting any group of ‘ordinary people’, let alone academics, to agree
on a common theoretical definition and appropriate empirical indicators.

Anatomy of a Dictatorship
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I am sure Sabrow is aware of this complexity in principle, but he
betrays no evidence of such sophistication in his critique of my alleged
‘inconsistency’ in the use of the ‘totalitarian model’. He counterposes
my explicit rejection of ‘the theory of totalitarianism’ with my use of the
adjective ‘total’ (as in ‘the party aimed at total penetration . . . total
persuasion . . . total conformity’).5 To use the word ‘total’ does not entail
buying the typological, explanatory, and denunciatory baggage at-
tached to the ‘theory of totalitarianism’ – which, in any event, is not one
model or theory but many. (I hesitate to point out that lower down on
the same page Sabrow finds me ‘totally convincing’; I dread to think
what this might imply if similarly blown up.) Let me make quite
explicit the theories of totalitarianism which I reject, and list a few
reasons for rejection, which go far beyond the well-rehearsed critiques
of ‘equating brown and red dictatorships’.6

‘Totalitarianism’, even in the early stages of its usage, was defined
and operationalized in quite different ways by such key proponents as
Hannah Arendt, and Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski, leading
to quite different possible categorizations of regimes.7 Arendt’s em-
phasis on the combination of terror and mass popular support would
allow the Third Reich to score much higher on a totalitarianism scale
than the GDR; by contrast, Friedrich and Brzezinski’s emphasis on a
streamlined state under the control of one party with a monopoly over
the use of force, the news, and the economy, would lead to quite the
opposite conclusion, barely allowing the chaotic, polycratic regime of
the Third Reich even to the starting line compared to the efficient
Prussian variant of communism in the GDR. Even as a typological,
classificatory device for the political science equivalent of butterfly
collection, the ‘model’ in its early stages left a lot to be desired, quite
irrespective of its undoubted political functionalization in the Cold
War.

5 Sabrow, p. 30.
6 See also my much more detailed discussion of recent theories of

totalitarianism in my article ‘The Limits of Totalitarianism: God, State and
Society in the GDR’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th series,
vol. vii, 1997.

7 Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski, Totalitarian Dictatorship and
Autocracy (Cambridge, Mass., 1956); Hannah Arendt, The Origins of
Totalitarianism (New York, 1951).
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Theories of totalitarianism have gone through a number of transfor-
mations since. Although largely discredited as a tool of political
diatribe rather than academic analysis in the 1970s and 1980s, a few
lone voices still clung to them in the academic wilderness. There was
then a startling renaissance of the concept in the post-1989 wave of
renewed denunciation of collapsed communist dictatorships. But even
now the diversity of definitions was more evident than the construc-
tion of any single ‘model’.8 There are several problems with the current
plethora of theories of totalitarianism, which cannot be gone into in
any detail here. Some are predicated on wider assumptions about
‘modernity’ as defined by the ‘differentiation of spheres’. Others
embody not only classificatory, but also explanatory aspirations, sug-
gesting that reference to force, repression, and ideological indoctrina-
tion will constitute a sufficient explanation of both stability and col-
lapse, and failing to see the broader shades of grey in between oppres-
sors and oppressed. Quite a few proponents of one variant make an
explicit link between classification, explanation, and denunciation.

The main point is this: first, there is no one single ‘model of
totalitarianism’; secondly, I would hazard the generalization that
many of the various models proposed over the years are well-nigh
mutually incompatible; and thirdly, in their attempts both to classify
and to explain (and often also to denounce) the whole of regime and
society in one concept they have a built-in tendency to assume rather
than explore the interconnections. I see no reason to adopt a term which
has been used in such a variety of ways, has such a range of explanatory
and political connotations, and is for the most part predicated on sets
of theoretical assumptions which I do not share.

The most fruitful paths out of this set of debates have to do with a
focus on specific, single elements within a more complex combination

8 See for some examples of quite divergent contributions to recent debates:
Eckhard Jesse, ‘War die DDR totalitär?’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, B 40/
94, 7 Oct. 1994, pp. 12-23; Sigrid Meuschel, ‘Überlegungen zu einer
Herrschafts- und Gesellschaftsgeschichte der DDR’, Geschichte und Gesell-
schaft, 19 (1993), pp. 5-14; Klaus Schroeder and Jochen Staadt, ‘Der diskrete
Charme des Status Quo. DDR-Forschung in der Ära der Entspannungs-
politik’, in Klaus Schroeder (ed.), Geschichte und Transformation des SED-
Staates (Berlin, 1994).
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of factors, rather than the attempted classification, and explicit or
implicit explanation (and often also condemnation), of whole regimes.
Thus, my reference to the ‘total claims’ of rulers (to which subject I shall
return in a moment) is analytically separable from any other aspects of
GDR state and society, and is in no way predicated on a ‘model’ (of
whichever variety) encompassing the whole.9 (These claims are per-
haps only what Sabrow means, although he nevertheless talks about
‘the model’, ‘the theory’ of totalitarianism.) In so far as we need some
preliminary label to denote the general character of the political regime
with which we are dealing, with few or no associated presuppositions,
it seems to me that there is little wrong with the old and simple term
‘dictatorship’ (as in the title of my book).

Let me turn to another key concept raised by Sabrow: legitimacy.
There are two minor errors here in Sabrow’s account, to be briefly
disposed of before the important point. First, a ‘typo’ in the review:
however intriguing it might be to think of the behaviour of GDR
citizens as ‘crumbling’ (perhaps in sympathy with their buildings),
Sabrow’s quotation from me should in fact have read ‘conformity and
grumbling’.10 Secondly, Sabrow’s reference to ‘legitimacy ... in the
Weberian sense’ is precisely not in Max Weber’s sense. Weber was at
pains to point out that it was not a ‘popular belief’ in the ruler, but
rather the willingness of the ruler’s staffs to behave as though they
believed (whatever their actual motives for such behaviour) in the
ruler’s claims to authority, that was at the heart of legitimacy.

Sabrow’s misinterpretation of Weber aside, there is an important
point here. Part of my underlying theoretical agenda in Anatomy was
to seek to put together the Weberian emphasis on the belief of the
ruler’s staffs, or functionaries, in the legitimacy of the claimed domi-
nation (and hence their ‘will to rule’), with a differentiated analysis of
the broader social and historical conditions under which they could or

9 To this extent I agree with Ian Kershaw’s redefinition of totalitarianism as
referring to the claims of rulers, although I disagree with (and fail to see
why he adopts) his concomitant definition of totalitarianism ‘to depict an
unusual, revolutionary, violent and transitional phase in the life of a
regime’. Ian Kershaw, ‘Totalitarianism Revisited: Nazism and Stalinism in
Comparative Perspective’, Tel Aviver Jahrbuch für Deutsche Geschichte, 23
(1994), pp. 23-40, at p. 40.

10 Sabrow, p. 35, quoting Anatomy, p. 139.
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could not exercise this will to rule. Thus I was trying to combine a
‘history from below’ with an analysis of what was going on at the top.
Far from operating a ‘rather static dichotomy’ allegedly ‘inspired by
theories of totalitarianism’, I was trying – particularly in some of what
Sabrow dismisses as ‘narrative’ (although qualified as ‘admittedly
dense and successful’) descriptive sections – to explore the interactions
and developments between these elements over time. It is extraordi-
narily hard to combine explicitly theoretical structural analysis with a
sense of change and interaction among elements over time; perhaps I
was not always entirely successful in achieving the right balance in
Anatomy. But I do think it was important to draw out some of the
complexity of the interactions between the tiny minority of rulers and
the even tinier minority involved in what I called ‘challenges to
domination’ at a time when simplistic platitudes were the more gen-
eral order of the day.11

Perhaps my sections on grumbling conformity were not as full as
they might have been in a longer book, or one with a different
theoretical agenda; and perhaps my notion of ‘Anpassung und Meckern’
(conformity and grumbling) does not capture the shades of ambiva-
lence in quite such positive tones as Sabrow’s proposed ‘loyale
Widerwilligkeit’ (loyal reluctance, or perhaps better, reluctant loyalty);
but I think both Sabrow and I agree on the existence of that larger area.
I am not sure, however, whether there is really anything much to be
gained from displacing the (genuinely Weberian) emphasis on legiti-
macy with a focus instead on ‘loyalty’ – a concept which would
certainly require a great deal more analysis and definition before I was
fully convinced of its superior purchase on the complex, changing and
varied views of GDR citizens towards their state.12 (What actually were
they – allegedly – ‘loyal’ towards? Were not, for example, declarations
of loyalty by many, though far from all, members of the intelligentsia

11 Cf. my analysis of black-and-white approaches in M. Fulbrook, ‘Reckoning
with the Past: Heroes, Victims and Villains in the History of the German
Democratic Republic’, in Reinhard Alter and Peter Monteath (eds.),
Rewriting the German Past: History and Identity in the New Germany (New
Jersey, 1997), where I seek instead (not entirely flippantly) to propose the
alternative ‘Octopus Theory’ of GDR history.

12 A question which I discuss in my forthcoming book on German National
Identity after the Holocaust (Cambridge, 1999).

Anatomy of a Dictatorship
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on sensitive occasions such as 1961 rather an instance of self-preserva-
tion and ‘conformity’?)

It is precisely because of the complexities of the interplay between
‘ruling’ and ‘ruled’, of mutual accommodation, negotiation, challenge,
and response, that we need a more differentiated conceptual approach
to understanding the changing character of domination (viewed not
merely as a set of formal political structures) over a long period of time.
We also need to combine a focus on political history with a very serious
and detailed social history, which explores both the changing struc-
tures of society and the changing character and typical patterns of
behaviour and mentality of social actors over time. Although I made
passing remarks in Anatomy about, for example, the importance of
generations, much of this detailed social history has yet to be done.13 If
the history of the GDR follows in any way the tracks laid down by the
historiography of the Third Reich, where political history and social
history have developed in remarkably fruitful interaction (indeed, in
many cases it now seems almost artificial even to try to make such a
distinction), I cannot see the current fascination with the extremely
variable and broad brush concept of totalitarianism lasting very long
as a widely accepted analytical tool.

Methodological Decisions? Empathy, Perspective and Value Neu-
trality
Sabrow’s own theoretical approach is in any event a little complex and
hard to define precisely (I hesitate to suggest inconsistent). But his at
least potential or implicit inconsistencies raise some highly important
questions. No sooner has he castigated me for failing to jump unam-
biguously on (or keep clearly off) a totalitarian bandwagon (which
clearly presupposes some external criteria of evaluation) than he
wants to take me to task for failing to reproduce, from some position of
immanence, the world views of the SED and informers for the Stasi. As
in Sabrow’s approach to GDR historical science (Geschichtswissenschaft),
developed in his other writings, Sabrow here seems to want us as

13 There are of course extremely promising beginnings, as in the collection
edited by Hartmut Kaelble, Jürgen Kocka, and Hartmut Zwahr, Sozial-
geschichte der DDR (Stuttgart, 1994); see also Christoph Kleßmann and
Georg Wagner (eds.), Das gespaltene Land (Munich, 1993).
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historians to engage in a seemingly uncritical reproduction or re-
presentation of the idea systems (or ‘ruling discourse’) of those we are
analysing.

 There is thus, for example, the explicit complaint that I do not take
the SED’s or Stasi’s world views sufficiently seriously, since my use of
critical terms such as ‘paranoia’ presupposes their inappropriateness.
(At least this makes for a refreshing change from being branded an
over-apologetic alleged former fellow-traveller.) Sabrow calls instead
for an immersion in, and reproduction of, the world as the SED and
Stasi saw it: ‘The diagnosis of “paranoia” ... ignores the possibility that
the irrational thing was not the self-understanding of the rulers and
especially of state security, but the reality on which it was based’.14

I have several reactions to this, specific and more general. On the
specific point, I make clear in Anatomy that there were indeed well-
founded fears of the collapse of the state due to the actions of enemies
both abroad and within; this was, after all, a fragile and imposed
regime, whose existence and permanence were long in doubt; and the
Federal Republic enshrined the notion of provisionality in its Basic
Law. The GDR was existentially threatened (to different degrees at
different times); but at the same time, even well-founded fears can be
blown out of all proportion and become faintly ludicrous on occasion.
I do think it is ‘paranoid’ to see in the semi-inebriated pranks of bored
teenagers the unseen hand of the ‘class enemy’.

To concede the appropriateness of all SED fears would be precisely
– again – to reproduce black-and-white views which fail to recognize
that, for example, much alleged ‘political opposition’ is simply ‘differ-
ence’, ‘nonconformity’, which can arise from all manner of reasons
having little to do with political views, but which are feared and
branded by the state as dangerous. It would thus entail de-legitimizing
other views which differed from those of the SED (such as the views of
young Christians in the Junge Gemeinde who could not agree that they
were dangerous members of a ‘criminal organization’). If one prioritizes
the truth of ‘reality claims’ for one point of view, there is a serious
problem when this is mutually incompatible with other points of view.
And, as a scholar external to the situation under analysis, I do think we
need some external criteria of evaluation to allow us to distinguish
between, for example, teenage high spirits, or personal disputes be-

14 Sabrow, p. 31.

Anatomy of a Dictatorship
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tween teachers, parents and students, on the one hand, and genuine
efforts by political opponents in West or East to undermine the regime
on the other, whatever the SED’s view of the situation. Hence we do
need at least some concept of ‘paranoia’; although setting the precise
boundary line may on occasion be difficult, this is matter of evaluation
in the light of empirical evidence.

At the same time, it is also true – as Sabrow points out – that many
people believed in the ideals they were serving. I do not dispute this.
Perhaps my passing remarks on motives for informing for the Stasi
were simply too brief to encompass the complexities of this area. This
is, I would suggest, merely a matter of more detailed empirical re-
search, in order to define the variety of reasons and motives, self-
confessed, imputed, or documented (not always the same, by any
means).

There is, however, a broader and important general point here. We
are back on some well-trodden grounds relating to empathy, relativ-
ism, and the pursuit of value neutrality. I hesitate to mention Sabrow’s
plea for empathy with the world views of the Stasi and SED in the same
breath as Andreas Hillgruber’s notorious plea for empathy with em-
battled soldiers and civilians on the Eastern Front in the closing stages
of the Second World War.15 However, there is a whiff of similarity which
cannot be overlooked; the difference lies primarily in the more obvious
breaking of long-standing and widespread taboos in the Hillgruber
case. What is at issue is a more general question of what Weber (again!)
called ‘interpretive understanding’. I did explicitly want, in Anatomy, to
understand the mind-sets and world views of a range of participants
in the complex historical process; without such internal understanding
from a diversity of perspectives, one cannot explain the whole. But we
have to look a little more closely at what is meant by ‘understanding’.

The first point here – certainly contra Hillgruber, and possibly also
with respect to Sabrow – is that this method of ‘internal understand-
ing’, or faithful reproduction of world views, must be applied to all the
relevant groups in the historical process: ‘empathy’ cannot be reduced
simply to personal ‘sympathy’ with, and support of the cause of, one
particular group at the expense of others. (This was, of course, what

15 Andreas Hillgruber, Zweierlei Untergang. Die Zerschlagung des deutschen
Reiches und das Ende des europäischen Judentums (Berlin, 1986), a key text in
unleashing the Historikerstreit of 1986-7.
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caused particular offence in the Hillgruber case, since his plea for
empathy with those battling on the Eastern Front appeared to overlook
the intrinsically connected prolongation of suffering and murder in
concentration camps behind the lines.) It can only be used as a tool of
historical understanding in seeking to explain the intersection of
different projects, different world views, rooted in different groups
with different resources and interests, under particular historical cir-
cumstances. Thus no one single world view can be privileged over
others as the only one to be reproduced in its own terms.

In short, I think Sabrow is wrong when he criticizes my alleged
‘methodological decision which shapes the whole investigation’,
namely to exclude ‘the consciousness of the actors, their ideological
convictions, traditional attitudes, and mentalities’.16 I think I actually
spend a great deal of time on precisely these things (see, for example,
the discussions of different elements in the Protestant Churches, or
what I think is actually a rather kind attribution of ‘paternalism’ to the
SED). I may not cover them all very well; but I do not prioritize one at
the expense of others, as Sabrow seems to want me to do for the SED,
nor do I exclude other, competing and alternative mentalities from the
analysis.

But beyond this, there is a second and more general point - and here
Sabrow and I part company I think almost entirely. Historical analysis
cannot remain at the level of reproduction, or ‘immanent re-presenta-
tion’, whether of one or of many world views. Understanding of world
views other than one’s own, their placing in a wider explanatory
whole, necessarily also entails interpretation. Historical analysis is not
an exercise in mimesis, but rather in translation, from one set of
cultures and contexts to another. This is not necessarily easy, or failure-
free. As Sabrow will know only too well (remembering international
conferences we have shared!), speaking a non-native language is not
always as easy as speaking a mother tongue; nor is translation ever
quite perfect. An author is not a mechanical translation machine. I have
found, over and over again (and not just in Anatomy) that it is a great
deal easier for me to enter into some world views than others, and
hence to redescribe, or interpret them to a readership more appropri-
ately than others which are more ‘foreign’, whose ‘language’ I cannot
master so easily. But I should in principle be wary of any would-be

16 Sabrow, p. 31.
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academic approach to history which seeks merely to reproduce the
participants’ own explicit self-justifications (or ideological legitimations)
without any interpretive voice from outside, let alone an approach
which explicitly prioritizes an interpretive understanding and faithful
reproduction of one point of view irrespective of others.

What are the broader implications of this for the practice of history
by those who view themselves as active historians, rather than faithful
transcribers for one particular point of view? There are clearly major
questions here concerning relativism and value freedom, which there
is not space to go into in any detail. I merely want to make two brief
points.

First, we should celebrate (or simply enjoy, as we work) the artistic,
creative element in historical writing, which allows us as authors to act
as instruments of active reconstruction and representation much as do
painters and novelists. But secondly, before we wander down the post-
modernist (or at least relativist) path too far, we should remember also
what we have in common with geographers. Maps can be presented on
many different scales, with different landmarks, and different conven-
tions of representation. In their dimensions and modes of representa-
tion they may not always bear much relationship to ‘reality’ (consider
the map of the London Underground). But they are of precious little
use if they do not allow one to get on the Underground at Holborn and
arrive at Heathrow, get on the plane at Heathrow and land on the right
runway in Berlin or Boston. Historical representations too, have some
duty to act as faithful guides to the foreign countries that are the past,
so that we do not entirely lose our way in exploration.17

Secondly, I do not think that a conception of history as translation
and as empirically faithful but also creative representation, necessarily
entails a simultaneous jettisoning of any notion of value neutrality. I do
think this issue requires radical rethinking (and here Weber certainly
did not say the last word), and the very vehemence of recent debates
over understanding German dictatorships indicates just how hotly
contested this terrain still is. But I do not think it is resolved through
either privileging the reproduction of one world view, or its external
evaluation and critique in the light of another.18

17 These ideas are developed at greater length in my book on Historical Theory.
18 There are important further issues to do with choice of theoretical framework

and associated concepts, as well as perspective and style, which there is not
space to develop here.
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Approaches to the Political-Social History of the GDR
Maps can of course be misleading and distorted, can have the notori-
ous ‘blank spots’ so beloved of some West German critiques of East
German historical science, or be so detailed that one is lost in the maze
of fine detail, cannot see the wood for the trees (again often character-
istic of notoriously thorough German scholarship). They can focus on
such tiny corners of the mosaic, and be so entranced with the variety
of possible modes of representation of these corners from different
perspectives, that the map-makers can deny that there is any ‘whole’
at all. To say that history is about creating maps of something real is not
to achieve any consensus about the scale and purpose of these maps.

A substantive strand in Sabrow’s review relates to new approaches
– many of them championed at the Potsdam Zentrum für Zeithistorische
Forschung where he is based – to the detailed analysis of modes of
negotiation, self-preservation, support and resistance in everyday life
in the GDR. Some of this research focuses very narrowly on specific
mosaic stones, with no attempt to insert them into a wider whole.19 I do
not think this form of Alltagsgeschichte is quite what Sabrow is suggest-
ing (although it clearly opens up similar questions, from a different
political angle, to those involved in the debates over ‘normalisation’ of
the Third Reich). Sabrow’s ‘shadow map’ of the GDR, as it comes
through his review of Anatomy, is one which still focuses on explaining
the whole, but emphasizes rather more the many facets of accommo-
dation with and popular support for the regime. Essentially, he is
suggesting that at least a large part of the answer to the question of the
long stability of the GDR has to do with (albeit reluctant) support and
accommodation, rather than the rather effective isolation of dissent
until the closing stages.

Obviously the sources, with their invariable declarations of posi-
tive attitudes before the more sombre reflections on ‘negative’, ‘un-
clear’, and ‘hesitating’ opinions, have to be read with the appropriate
pinches of salt. But it is certainly true that there were large areas of
accommodation and negotiation in everyday life; that, indeed, mil-
lions of people lived what seemed to them to be perfectly ‘ordinary’

19 I think here particularly of Thomas Lindenberger’s approach to Herrschaft
und Eigensinn. Nevertheless, some of this research does – at least implicitly
– seek to retrieve a ‘real’ GDR beyond the widespread (and usually de-
nunciatory) focus on the two poles of repression and opposition.
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lives within the seemingly given parameters of the GDR. If the aim is
comprehensive re-description, fine. Whether this is sufficient to ex-
plain patterns of stability and destabilization is however quite another
matter. Here, I do think it is crucial to analyse – as I sought to do in
Anatomy – the interplay between diverse challenges to domination
(with different aims and organizational bases), on the one hand, and
the various strategies, resources, and goals of leaders and functionar-
ies, on the other, in changing international and domestic circum-
stances. If Sabrow wishes to suggest explicitly that widespread active
popular support is the major key to political stability over forty years,
I shall then have to disagree.20

I had no doubt at all at the time of writing Anatomy – and have been
richly confirmed in this view by subsequent publications by others in
the field – that a great deal more research was both desirable and
essential, in order to understand fully the inner workings of this
intriguing regime.21 The details and the general shape of the picture
presented in Anatomy will no doubt be refined and revised over the
years to come. But I would stand by the main theoretical tenets of the
study: that it is more profitable to focus on the inter-relations among
elements in a complex and changing whole, than to impose a holistic
and tendentious ‘model’; that it is important to understand and inter-
pret a diversity of voices, and not just reproduce a ‘ruling discourse’;
and that it is important to try to develop a broader explanatory
framework, beyond that of any of the participants’ self-understandings
and self-presentations. I would also stand by my primary aim: to
highlight some key elements and to raise for explicit discussion an
interpretation breaking out of simplistic attacks and apologias. Judg-
ing by Sabrow’s stimulating, sophisticated, and serious response, for
all our continuing areas of disagreement, this aim at least has been to
some extent achieved.

20 I shall also have to part company if Sabrow insists that we enter the terrain
of ‘in Foucaultian terms . . . the order of another discourse’ (Sabrow, p. 35).

21 In fact, I do not think any analysis of any topic can in principle be ‘final’, for
all sorts of theoretical reasons as well as the mundane question of empirical
research.
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