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PATRICK MAJOR, Behind the Berlin Wall: East Germany and the Fron -
tiers of Power (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), xiv + 321 pp.
ISBN 978 0 19 924328 0. £60.00

The title and the cover of this book suggest to the casual observer that
it is about the Berlin Wall. But if we open it and examine the Contents
page, we find, somewhat to our surprise, that it devotes roughly
equal space to the periods from 1945 to 1961 (Part I), and from the
building of the Berlin Wall to its fall in 1989 (Part II). This is followed
by a slightly shorter section on the time after the Wall (Part III). On
reading the book, it quickly becomes clear that it is not a history of
the Berlin Wall alone; the main subject is the German Democratic
Republic’s western border as a whole. The author wants to take a
completely new look at this border. In his view, most of the existing
literature, not least that written in German, runs the risk of no longer
seeing the ‘Wall for the bricks’ (p. 7). He therefore rejects the ‘top-
down Cold War histories’ (p. 11), offering instead ‘an interlocking
political, social and cultural history of the impact of the open frontier,
followed by border closure, on the East German population at
large—an everyday history of high politics, if that is not a contradic-
tion in terms’ (p. 10).

Patrick Major’s approach is based on the work of the economist
Albert O. Hirsch, who suggests that in an unsatisfactory situation,
every member of an economic, political, or social entity has two basic
options, namely, to leave the entity (exit), or to address the problem
and complain (voice). The ‘exit’ strategy, he goes on, tends to result
in the atrophying of ‘voice’, that is, a decline in the ability to address
problems. If both options are suppressed, he claims, a collapse of the
the entity is inevitable in the long term. Major undertakes no less
than an investigation of the interdependent development of ‘exit’
and ‘voice’, and of how they limited the power of the Socialist Unity
Party (SED) over the whole period of its rule.

How is it possible to reconstruct, in retrospect, the form and con-
tent of ‘voice’ for a dictatorship which had a monopoly of power and
opinion? Major attempts this mainly by evaluating internal informa-
tion about mood and opinions among the people generated by the
apparatus, such as information put out by the Party, the Volkspolizei,
and the Stasi as well as petitions submitted to the state or the SED
and similar sources. Although he is not the first to do this, Major’s is
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the first systematic attempt to do this for the whole period and to
concentrate on the border. Throughout his account, he always draws
on the opinion of the Volk as it presents itself in the sources.

In a brief introductory chapter Major looks at the part played by
walls in history, explains his methodology, and discusses the prob-
lems posed by the sources. This is followed by three chapters exam-
ining aspects of the time ‘before the wall’: the impact of the political
and economic crisis; the different motives for leaving the country
(Republikflucht); and the way in which the SED leadership dealt with
the still open border, vacillating between repression and liberaliza-
tion. According to the author, the East German people certainly
found ways and means to make their voices heard, but suffered a
largely ignorant leadership. Yet the people were in a position to
blackmail the SED, as behind every complaint lay the implicit and
often explicit threat of leaving for the West. The diplomatic and eco-
nomic crises, he suggests, were only a symptom of a much deeper
‘people’s crisis’. 

In the second part of the book, again in three chapters, the author
analyses the people’s immediate reactions to the building of the
Berlin Wall and the state’s initially strong repression of all protest
before going on to describe how a new modus vivendi was sought
between the party and the people. After abandoning its phase of eco-
nomic reforms, the party had to pursue a strategy of social pacifica-
tion (‘Einheit von Wirtschafts- und Sozialpolitik’), while the people
again presented public agreement against the concession of private
refuges. The difference between this and the modus that held until 13
August 1961, Major suggests, was that the promises of utopia to
come were having less and less effect, while for the time being the
people lacked the means of blackmail (‘exit’). Instead, a dissident cul-
ture developed in parallel at all levels. In the next chapter, entitled
‘Wanderlust’, the author shows how the means for blackmail which
had been lost were restored as a result of détente (better opportuni-
ties for travel and escape, applications to leave), and increasing use
was made of them, especially in the last ten years of SED rule. Instead
of the classless society which the SED had promised, the people
noticed a new division in society, one between those who had
increasing access to the West (relatives in the West, Western money,
travel) and those without such ‘privileges’, who often turned out to
be the people loyal to the party.
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In Part III the reader first discovers how the interplay between
‘exit’ and ‘voice’, favoured by external factors, finally caused the sys-
tem to collapse in 1989. In the last chapter, the author criticizes the
way in which the Berlin Wall has been treated over the last twenty
years, suggesting that it has been seen mainly from the point of view
of the West, with the ‘winners’ in the West, largely misunderstood,
face the ‘losers’ in the East. In the legal sphere, for example, he con-
tends that ‘many East Germans felt that they were being subjected to
an arbitrary interpretation of West German law’ (p. 265). It may be
that ‘many’ of the 2 million former SED members saw it this way, but
there is little evidence that this statement applies to all East Germans.
Although the successor party to the SED is relatively strong in East
Germany, three-quarters of the East German people have not voted
for it in any of the elections held so far in unified Germany.

One of the merits of this book is that on the basis of many new
sources, it systematically works out the significance of the border and
travel issues for the mood of the German people and, ultimately, for
the decline of SED rule. Earlier research largely concentrates on
debating the relative significance of external (the end of the Brezhnev
doctrine) and internal (the opposition and citizens’ movement) fac-
tors in precipitating the collapse of SED rule. To these, Major claims
to add a third, crucial factor. In his view, it would be wrong ‘to see
ordinary East Germans as all “free riders” on the coat-tails of the risk-
takers’, and to overlook their capacity for ‘waging guerrilla cam-
paigns which absorbed a great deal of state resources’ (p. 293). Major
certainly offers many arguments in support of his view. But must we
really see the ordinary East Germans’ notorious culture of moaning
(Meckerkultur) as a serious attempt to defend ‘their political and
human rights’ (p. 293)?

This study offers such a wealth of data, information, insights, and
judgements that justice cannot adequately be done to them all here.
The book will in any case stimulate the research discussion. Its argu-
ments will probably also provoke dissent, for example, concerning
the statistical relevance of the sources used. In addition, many of its
insights are not as new—with reference to both the English- and
German-language scholarly literature—as the impression created
here may suggest. The expert reader is quickly fatigued by the illus-
trative listing which sometimes replaces an analytical assessment of
popular opinion. And the recounting of historical events, such as the
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second Berlin crisis and the process of building the Berlin Wall, is at
times too detailed for an expert readership. In this context, it would
have been interesting to ask to what extent popular opinion in the
GDR merely reflected the speculation about possible future develop-
ments that was a daily feature of the offerings of Western print and
broadcast media. After all, as the author acknowledges, almost 90 per
cent of GDR citizens watched West German TV and listened to
Western radio, not least to the BBC’s German Service that broadcast
out of West Berlin.

For the general reader, or someone who has limited knowledge of
GDR history, however, the question addressed by this volume is too
specialized. Moreover, important aspects of developments in East
Germany, and the way in which the relationship between the people
and the SED leadership evolved, are hardly mentioned, if at all.
Examples are the forced merger of the German Communist Party
(KPD) and the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) to form the
SED; the alignment (Gleichschaltung) of the Block Parties; the dirty
tricks played against the Church and Christians; opposition and
resistance in the 1950s, and so on. For some aspects, such as the role
of strikes in the GDR, relevant studies already exist, but they are not
mentioned. The reader could gain the impression that issues to do
with travel, emigration, and escape were right at the top of the Com -
munist leadership’s agenda for forty years because of the permanent
pressure emanating from the people. But, with the exception of the
time immediately before the erection of the Berlin Wall and the fall of
the wall, this is not how it was. The Berlin Wall was rarely the sub-
ject of consultations in the SED Politbüro. For the SED leadership the
Berlin Wall was not a political, but a technical and military problem
whose solution was left to the generals and the secret police. Until the
collapse, the Politbüro had been ‘building up socialism’, and had
hardly thought about the people’s desire to travel. What there was in
the way of ‘menschliche Erleichterungen’ was there because West
Germany had paid for it.

In such a comprehensive account, errors are almost inevitable. I
shall merely mention a few here as examples, making no claim to
completeness: in the 1950s the Berlin underground (U-Bahn) was no
longer run by BVG, which was based in the western part of the city
but, like the whole city, was already split (p. 28); Ingrid Stoph (mar-
ried name: Berger), who went to the West in 1984, was not the daugh-



ter but a niece of the GDR Minister President (p. 204); in 1983, when
he arranged a billion deutschmark loan to the GDR, Franz Josef
Strauss was not Federal Finance Minister, but the Minister President
of Bavaria (p. 228). And it is at best misleading when Major writes:
‘as part of the FRG’s diplomatic Cold War, all East Germans were
entitled to Federal citizenship’ (p. 57). A Federal or West German cit-
izenship never existed. There was only German citizenship, and
every German could, of course, claim it, for in the legal understand-
ing of the Federal Republic and the three Western powers, the
German state had not been dissolved in 1945; the four powers had
only temporarily taken over the reins of government in Germany.
The German constitutive people (Staatsvolk) and German citizenship
also continued to exist. German citizenship, even in the GDR, was
defined by the Reichs- und Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz of 1913. The GDR
constitution of 1949, which remained in force until 1968 also, like the
West German Basic Law (Grundgesetz), referred to ‘unitary German
citizenship’ (‘einheitliche deutsche Staatsangehörigkeit’). The GDR
did not create its own citizenship until 1967, when it passed the
Gesetz über die Staatsbürgerschaft der Deutschen Demokratischen Re pu -
blik. But it spoke of citizenship, and not membership of a state. Thus
the fact that every East German could readily get a West German
passport had less to do with the Federal Republic’s ‘diplomatic Cold
War’ than with the legal situation, like so much else in the history of
Germany’s division. Therefore it is less surprising than it might seem
when reading this book that for a long time, and for some people
until the end of the GDR, the inhabitants of the SED state quite sim-
ply saw themselves as what they were: Germans.

MICHAEL KUBINA is a Research Fellow at the Institut für Zeit -
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