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The German Democratic republic (GDr) had traditional universities
in East Berlin, Leipzig, rostock, Greifswald, Jena, and Halle, with
technical universities in Dresden, Karl-Marx-stadt (Chemnitz), and
Magdeburg. The official statistical yearbook for 1989 records that
there were around 131,000 students at 54 higher education institu-
tions, where they were taught by about 20,000 teachers. Not includ-
ed in these statistics were institutions that must be called ideological
universities, that is, higher education institutions run by the Ministry
of the Interior, state security, the army, the trade unions, and the
socialist Unity Party (sED). These institutions could also confer doc-
torates.

The old garrison town of Potsdam had no university until 1990
but, in addition to a film institute, it housed three educational insti-
tutions central to propping up the sED system: the Law school of the
Ministry of state security (JHs), the Academy for Law and Political
science (Asr), which trained specialists for state employment, and
the largest teacher-training college (PH) in the country. These three
institutions de facto merged in 1990 to form the Brandenburg state
University, out of which the University of Potsdam grew in 1991, tak-
ing over mainly the buildings and infrastructure of the JHs.

Barbara Marshall, who taught German and European politics at
the University of East Anglia in Norwich, experienced this reform
process at first hand during a stint as guest lecturer at the University
of Potsdam in 1992, and went back after twenty years to study this
process of university formation. To this end, she conducted numer-
ous interviews with experts and evaluated press reports. she was
also able to draw on archival material, but there was far less of it than
she had expected. Many documents had never been sent to the
archives, others had never arrived, and much of what was there, she
was not allowed to see. she was able to fill some of the gaps because
many of the actors involved at the time gave her access to their pri-
vate documents.

Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).
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In many respects, the University of Potsdam was a special case in
the process of German unification. Although it was a truly new foun-
dation, it still had to struggle with the legacy of the sED dictatorship
for more than twenty years. While theoretically the initial conditions
were far more favourable there than in the other eastern Länder,
nowhere did the process of reform prove to be as contradictory and
complicated as in Potsdam. Ultimately, there was one reason for this:
in the federal state of Brandenburg, state governments under the
social Democratic Minister President, Manfred stolpe, a former influ-
ential consistorial president of the Berlin-Brandenburg Church, tried
to keep as many of the old staff as possible on into the new times, in
the police, the administration, the judiciary, and education and
research institutions. It has often been suggested that this was con-
nected with the fact that for twenty years stolpe had closer contact
with the stasi than was usual for a man of the church. But it seems to
me that this is an overly simplistic and naive interpretation that
underestimates the complexities of the situation. stolpe was acting as
the father of the people, not as a prince or king. His advisers, espe-
cially those from the West, were happy with the course he had adopt-
ed, which was to leave the past behind and not pay it much heed.
This resulted, for example, in a far higher degree of personal conti-
nuity in Brandenburg than in the other federal states, affecting even
institutions that were de facto new foundations, like the University of
Potsdam (p. 136, quotation from schütte).

This had three tangible consequences: first, there was a dispro-
portionately high number of the old guard filling the university’s
planned positions; secondly, the middle-range posts were blocked
with permanent appointments virtually for years; and thirdly,
staffing levels were incredibly bloated by comparison with other
institutions. In the winter semester of 1992/3 the University of
Potsdam had 865 teachers at all levels for a student body of 7,000. At
the University of siegen there were 570 teachers for 12,500 students;
and the University of Düsseldorf had barely 540 teachers for 12,700
students. At the Humboldt University in Berlin, which was undergo-
ing a profound process of reform, 700 lecturers taught 20,500 stu-
dents (p. 112).

These figures alone demonstrate what had gone fundamentally
wrong in Potsdam. This situation burdened the university for almost
twenty years because the bulk of positions had been filled with per-



manent appointees. The fact that it was able to become a modern uni-
versity at all is connected with something to which Barbara Marshall
pays too little attention. Despite these difficult circumstances,
investors and recognized scholars with international networks were
drawn to Potsdam because it was located not in the Mecklenburg
lakes or in the vogtland, but right next to Berlin. The people of
Potsdam might be upset by this analysis, especially coming from the
pen of a native of Berlin (although one who gained his doctorate in
Potsdam), but its location appears to have been a huge advantage for
the university, and in the 1990s it exerted a force of attraction so pow-
erful that it cannot be ignored.

Barbara Marshall provides a detailed and engaged analysis of the
process by which the university was founded. Although she repeat -
edly indicates that at the university her project was not universally
met with open arms and willing support, she was able to unearth
sufficient material and conduct enough interviews to allow her to
present a dense and vivid analysis. Again and again she shows how
West Germans and East Germans worked with each other, but
sometimes also against each other. As a result of the availability of
material she concentrates mainly on political science, social science,
and history, but this can also be justified in substantive terms because
these were the subjects that had a strong ideological taint in the GDr
and had to make a new start.

This was, however, anything but easy. The continuity in both
teaching and administrative staff mentioned above was one obstacle.
Marshall illustrates this by drawing on numerous impressive
examples and statistics. Her study is especially important because it
shows for the first time in the case of an East German university after
1989–90 how individual West Germans tried to impose their own
personnel policy. Particularly grotesque is the case of a named
scholar of romance language and literature who somehow, via two
committees, managed to appoint herself to a professorship in
Potsdam (p. 145). In another case no appointment was made, but it
nonetheless casts light on the atmosphere in the ‘wild East’, and
shows how individual West Germans behaved there in certain cases.
A well-known historian intervened in ‘the process of appointing a
professor and declared his interest in the candidate on the basis of
their friendship of more than twenty years’ standing’ (p. 147). A little
later, the chair of the appointments committee wrote about this
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incident: ‘I have never come across anything like this as a university
teacher at three universities and with twenty-five years of experience;
rather, it was always assumed that in such a case [of personal
friendship] . . . extreme caution was necessary, because academic
valuations must be delivered free from personal bias (ibid.).’

The book contains a wealth of such interesting individual cases.
The author also analyses overall processes, but no clear picture of the
university emerges. The contradictions in its development phase are
reflected in this study. It becomes obvious how many burdens from
the past the university had to contend with, and that most of its
problems stemmed from the fact that its foundation lacked a clear
concept. A genuine will for innovation and forces opposing change
stood in each other’s way and blocked each other for a long time.

Marshall’s monograph is a fundamental work for the university
history of Potsdam, but it also lays the basis for a history of the
transformation of the East German higher education system as a
whole. Above all, it should be stressed that the author has tapped
many new resources. The numerous interviews with experts that she
conducted were a necessary supplement, as many sources were not
available to her. Her free use of personal names from the sources is
somewhat surprising. While researchers will welcome this, data
protectionists may rub their eyes in astonishment on occasion.

It remains to be noted that there are a number of annoying errors
in the book. The claim that internal telephone calls within the uni -
versity were still being monitored in 1994 (‘and perhaps even later’)
is a myth based on the general stasi hysteria after 1990, and should
not exercise a historian (p. 173) because for purely technical reasons
alone there was nothing to it. The author writes elsewhere that the
historian Joachim Petzold was dismissed by the Humboldt Univer -
sity in Berlin because he had participated in the repression of the
1960s and 1970s (p. 184, n. 722). In fact, Petzold worked at the
Academy of sciences (AdW). Marshall confuses him with Kurt
Pätzold, a researcher of fascism. Nor is her assertion that the Centre
for Contemporary History (ZZF) in Potsdam was transformed into
an branch of the Institute of Contemporary History in Munich correct
(p. 191). The ZZF is, in fact, an independent Leibniz Institute, which
also has links with the university as directors hold a professorship
there. Despite such errors, this book by Barbara Marshall is a
successful contribution to the history of the trans formation of the
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East German higher education system, something that has hardly
been investigated so far.

ILKo-sAsCHA KoWALCZUK is Project Manager/research Co-
ordinator in Department 1 of the Division for Education and research
at the Federal Commission for stasi records in Berlin. His Ph.D. the-
sis, entitled Geist im Dienste der Macht: Hochschulpolitik in der SBZ/DDR
1945 bis 1961, was published in 2003.
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