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Pluralism and Deutungshoheit

Forty authors from former East and West Germany
and one French scholar have undertaken a unique task.
They wanted to present the postwar history of Germany
as parallel and simultaneous configurations of statehood
and did so through a massive publication. Less geared
toward the academic community and mostly void of
cutting-edge research, this title is an informative book
for “political education” Or, to use the corresponding
German phrase, they want to contribute to politische Bil-
dung through targeting “multipliers”; that is, teachers at
schools and universities, their students, journalists and
publishers. Overall, this publication somehow resem-
bles what in U.S. academic publishing figures as an “en-
cyclopedia” Sometimes excessively comprehensive and
detailed, it dwarfs its American counterparts by sheer
length and size of each entry, bibliography list and bi-
ographical index.

The first section, “Historical Overview,” starts with
two essays: a lengthy 150 pages of sometimes opinion-
ated but overall solid analysis of both GDR and FRG eco-
nomic and social history up to 1990 by JAqrg Roesler, a
foremost expert on East German economic history; and

an abridged 20 pages by seasoned West German GDR an-
alyst and journalist Johannes Kuppe on post-unification
problems. This lopsided introduction is not reflected in
the following thirty-two, mostly descriptive, analyses of
every major field of politics and society in both Ger-
man states. Just the assemblage of information consti-
tutes a lasting achievement as such. As many contribu-
tors display significantly more GDR than FRG expertise,
however, East German history is featured somewhat dis-
proportionately. Such is due at least partially to the al-
most complete openings of GDR archival records up to
1990 versus the thirty-year rules and other limitations
imposed by West German public and private archives for
the period under discussion.

For reasons of space, it would go too far to comment
on each of the individual contributions that sometimes
widely differ in quality. Thus it may suffice to mention
that the short essays stretch from solid overviews and
larger contexts, for example, those by Siegfried Schwarz,
Ulrich Pfeil, Bernd Florath, Michael Lemke and Detlef
Nakath, Doris Cornelsen, Horst DAchn/Joachim Heise
and Alexander von Plato, to overly cautious descrip-
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tions or convoluted attempts to understand why the
events of 1989/90 occurred, such as the entries of Er-
hard Crome, Wilfriede Otto, Volkmar SchA9neburg and
Lothar SchrAqter and Joachim Schunke. Some contribu-
tions lack both detachment from the subject and truly an-
alytic assessments. Yet all of them offer various shades of
critical thought. They are almost completely free of “GDR
nostalgia” and even Ostalgie, not to mention of Westalgie,
which is not self-evident and therefore amounts to some-

thing.

The project was sponsored by the Rosa-Luxemburg-
Stiftung, the publicly funded political foundation of the
PDS, the successor party of the former communist SED.
It is published by Dietz, its former publishing house,
which has also come out recently with “encyclopedias”
about the SED and other parties and mass organiza-
tions in the GDR. Yet the current volume is far from
a post-communist take on German history. In it, the
former GDR orthodoxy has been dissipated for good,
though some authors struggle in their critical discussion
of “flaws” in the pre-1990 “official line” of the GDR. Oth-
ers proceed cautiously with neutral language. The ma-
jority of East German authors in this volume were ei-
ther too young or not high enough in the GDR academic-
political hierarchy to be writing with the burden of a doc-
trinaire past. On the other hand, for different individual
and some general reasons, many East German authors
did not succeed in pursuing academic careers in united
Germany’s academic mainstream. Thus it is commend-
able that twelve formerly West German scholars and pub-
licists participated in a project like this, and that for the
first time such a major joint East-West historiographical
project was realized in united Germany.

This compilation may not be the most brilliant intel-
lectual endeavor, despite its prodigious research and con-
ceptual frameworks. Inadvertently, many scholars raise
serious questions in their essays about whether writing
parallel, not to speak of intertwining and dependent, his-
tories of the GDR and FRG really works for the entire pe-
riod between 1949 and 1990. Certainly it is worth noting

that today such ideas emanate rather from East German
scholars, thereby truly reflecting the former GDR’s con-
stant self-definition in terms of comparison or delimita-
tion from the FRG. West German scholars, in contrast, in-
dulged in growing indifference to the GDR between 1961
and 1989.

German historiographical debates about whether
or not the GDR might become “historicized” are still
nascent. In the meantime, however, the embrace of real
pluralism and diversity in post-1945 German East-West
comparisons seems to be warranted in both topical and
personal terms. Fierce fights over who is “morally” enti-
tled to write GDR history, to receive taxpayer funds for
doing so and who should prevail in the court of pub-
lic opinion were very much a phenomenon of the 1990s.
Germans being Germans, and thus on principle always
enjoying a quarrel on “principles,” these skirmishes will
never completely wane. As a first step toward coming
to terms with lasting differences in the interpretation of
postwar German history, and to acknowledge that such
is neither moral nor amoral, remaining aspirations to
achieve Deutungshoheit over Geschichtsbilder will even-
tually have to go. A way of thinking was very much
present in the mindset of SED ideologues during the GDR
period that normative interpretations can prevail and re-
main authoritative forever. Some of the communists’ de-
tractors seem to approve of this notion in general, even if,
after 1990, they arrived at completely divergent interpre-
tations of history. Fortunately, the volume under review
has largely succeeded in avoiding such pitfalls.

Its futile “political education” impetus notwithstand-
ing, these 1,357 pages are a tentative step towards the
historicization of the querelles allemandes after 1945. In
any event, it will not remain the final one. The book and
accompanying CD-ROM contain many useful reference
tools for teachers of German history, but they should
only complement rather than replace deeper individual
accounts and analyses if one is seeking a further under-
standing of “society, state, and politics” in the three Ger-
manys between 1945 and 2000.
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