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‘Place as metaphor suggests groundedness from below, and a flex ible 
and porous bound ary around it, without closing out the extra-local, 
all the way to the global.’1 As a re stricted spatial cate gory under stood 
in re lational terms, local ity is shaped by trans local and other social 
relation ships and interpret ations. Local units are spaces of action and 
organ ization that are fur nished with mean ing by actors. Local ity is 
thus not solely a prod uct of its dichotom ous corres pond ence with the 
global;2 rather, it is people who make the local into their own per sonal 
life-worlds—be they rural, urban, hybrid, or other wise de fined—by 
negoti ating the spe cific local mean ing of large-scale transform ation 
pro cesses on the ground.

The renegotiation of the local amid the up heavals of post-war East 
German and East–West German history has been ad dressed by two 
new publi cations: Andrew Demshuk’s study of ‘urban in genu ity’ in 
late social ist Leip zig, and Marcel Thomas’s Ph.D. thesis on com para-
tive local his tory in divided Ger many. Both studies are ex amples of 
social his tory ‘from below’, taking a local per spective rooted in the 
his tory of everyday life and adopting an empirical approach that 

Trans. by Jozef van der Voort (GHIL)

1 Arif Dirlik, ‘Globalization, Indigenism, Social Movements, and the Polit ics 
of Place’, Localities, 1 (2011), 47–90, at 57.
2 Angelika Epple, ‘Lokalität und die Dimensionen des Globalen: Eine Frage 
der Relationen’, Historische Anthropologie, 21/1 (2013), 4–25.
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combines sources from local ar chives with oral his tories. I will begin 
by intro ducing each book in turn before com paring them in light of 
the ques tion: to what extent can the provincial ization of East–West 
German con temporary his tory and the con cept of local ity help deepen 
our under stand ing of the socio-historical transform ations that took 
place after 1945 in both rural and urban areas?

In his 2020 monograph Bowling for Communism: Urban In genu ity at 
the End of East Germany, Andrew Demshuk ad dresses the still-thorny 
issue in GDR histori ography of the relation ship between state and 
soci ety, espe cially during the era of late social ism. Demshuk takes as 
his case study the city of Leip zig during the 1980s, and in doing so 
builds on exist ing re search that uses the GDR’s second-largest city as a 
means to ex plore the negoti ation of space and local power under state 
social ism.3 Demshuk ex amines how various local actors at tempted 
to ‘save their city’ in the face of both the increas ingly dra matic de-
terior ation of Leipzig’s inner-city hous ing and infra structure, and 
the con ditions brought about by central plan ning and the short age 
econ omy. He organ izes his study around the plan ning, con struction, 
and open ing of the Bowling treff—a sport and leisure facil ity with a 
bowl ing alley, a gym, pool tables, Poly-Play arcade game ma chines, 
restaur ants, and cafés that was built between 1984 and 1987 in a 
former elec trical sub station on Wilhelm-Leuschner-Platz in the city 
centre. A new, post modern en trance build ing was also added. In 
total, the con version works re quired over 40,000 hours of volun teer 
labour, and the facil ity re mained in oper ation until 1997. The remark-
able thing about the Bowling treff is that it was planned without any 
formal ap proval from the cen tral govern ment in East Berlin and built 
largely outside offi cial procure ment pro cedures. Demshuk inter prets 
this so-called Schwarz bau,4 or il licit build ing, as an un comprom ising 
ri poste by urban actors to both the heavy re strictions placed on urban 
develop ment in the late GDR and the general sense that the city was 
falling into dilapidation while ‘Berlin’ stood idly by. He also sees it 

3 Christian Rau, Stadtverwaltung im Staatssozialismus: Kommunal politik und 
Wohnungs wesen in der DDR am Beispiel Leipzigs (1957–1989) (Stuttgart, 2017).
4 Where this essay uses the prefix Schwarz- to denote illegal or illicit prac tices, it 
does so to reflect historical usage in the GDR, which pre dates the cur rent debate 
over whether this idiom has acquired racist con notations in modern Germany.
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as a means of appro priating a West ern cul ture of con sumption and 
leisure. Buildings like the Bowling treff were pos sible because local 
polit icians, city plan ners, archi tects, resi dents, and volun teers formed 
an alliance that oper ated within the con straints of the official regime, 
but also prac tised ‘urban in genu ity’ by work ing beyond its narrow 
con fines for the bene fit of the actors’ local area (Heimat): the city of 
Leipzig.

Demshuk arranges his source ma terial to support his main argu-
ment, in which he ex amines various histor ical con stel lations of urban 
in genu ity in Leip zig. His first chap ter focuses on pri vate at tempts by 
the city’s resi dents to stem the de cline of their immedi ate surround ings 
and im prove their living con ditions. First, he ex amines the griev ances 
(Ein gaben) ad dressed to offi cials of the ruling Social ist Unity Party (the 
Sozialist ische Einheits partei Deutsch lands, or SED) regard ing poor 
living con ditions, short ages of ma terials, and neg lected main tenance. 
He then goes on to look at restor ation work carried out in depend ently 
on residen tial and com munity build ings—often with the sup port 
of in formal barter ing net works—as well as il legal activ ities such 
as the theft of ma terials and equip ment or il licit house occu pations 
(Schwarz wohnen).5 

The second and third chapters discuss a group of reform-minded 
archi tects in Leip zig who drew up urban develop ment plans to pre-
serve the his toric char acter of the city centre by making light-touch, 
modern izing inter ventions and fill ing vacant plots. This ap proach was 
success fully imple mented in only a hand ful of pro jects, how ever, as 
the limited re sources avail able from the rele vant local agencies mainly 
went into build ing pre fabricated Platten bauten. In spite of eco nomic 
and polit ical real ities—or per haps even be cause of them—in the late 
1980s these actors tried to show case their am bitious design pro posals 
for the city centre by means of an inter national archi tectural com-
petition; yet their vision ary ideas were dis missed by Leip zig resi dents 
as ‘castles in the sky’. Demshuk then pre sents a success ful alter native 
model in his de tailed fourth chapter on Leipzig’s Schwarzbauten. 
Alongside the afore mentioned Bowling treff, these include the student 
club in the Moritzbastei, which was devel oped in the 1970s by a group 
5 See also the special issue of the German Historical Institute London Bulletin, 
43/1 (2021) on ‘Living through the Wende: Housing and the Home c.1989’.
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of volun teers, as well as sev eral smaller pri vate pro jects to build 
leisure facil ities outside the city centre. None theless, Demshuk con-
cludes that even these few success ful at tempts to ‘save the city’ merely 
papered over the funda mental prob lems of urban decay, hous ing 
short ages, and the struc tural weak nesses of the planned econ omy. His 
fifth chap ter there fore stresses the import ance of urban de cline as a 
factor in the Leip zig protests that began in autumn 1989.

Our scene now shifts to Neukirch in der Lausitz, near Dres den, 
which lies around 265 miles as the crow flies from Ebersbach an der 
Fils, outside Stutt gart. These two vil lages, which had followed simi-
lar eco nomic and socio-structural pat terns of develop ment after 
industrial izing in the late nine teenth century, un surprisingly em-
barked on di vergent tra jectories under the two differ ent social sys tems 
post 1945. Ebersbach bene fited strongly from West German eco nomic 
growth, achieved town status in 1975, was modern ized into a com-
muter settle ment, and today has over 15,000 in habit ants. Mean while, 
Neukirch was re formed into a social ist vil lage and ini tially under-
went a slower pro cess of change which acceler ated in the wake of the 
late social ist eco nomic crisis and the sweep ing struc tural changes that 
took place in East Ger many after 1989/90, lead ing—as in many East 
German settle ments—to demo graphic and infra structural de cline. 
Today, this municipal ity in Saxony is home to an ageing popu lation of 
around 5,000 people. The in habit ants of Neukirch and Ebersbach have 
probably never heard of each other, let alone visited their respect ive 
towns; yet Marcel Thomas’s Ph.D. thesis, pub lished in 2020 under the 
title Local Lives, Parallel Histories: Vil lagers and Every day Life in the Div-
ided Ger many, seeks to bring the two into dia logue by tracing their 
‘paral lel’ post-war his tories, and is well worth reading.

Thomas asks how ‘large-scale transformation processes’ (p. 13) after 
1945 were experi enced, negoti ated, and inter preted in each of these local 
con texts. He recounts the post-war histories of Neukirch and Ebersbach 
primar ily through the mem ories of every day life, interpret ations of the 
pres ent day, and under standings of his tory held by resi dents of the two 
towns (‘ordinary Germans’; p. 4), and in the pro cess reveals that the in-
habit ants did not con strue their local lives as stories of opposed systems, 
following the logic of the Cold War. Instead—and herein lies the 
parallel between the two towns—they under stood them selves through 
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a narra tive of two autoch thon ous com munities that defied exter nally 
im posed con ditions and took in depend ent action to safe guard the pro-
gress of their rural local ities in prag matic and largely un political ways. 
‘What makes their his tories “paral lel” is that indi viduals who lived 
hun dreds of kilo metres apart in simi lar ways local ized the diverg ing 
modern ization pro cesses which trans formed their lives in the div ided 
nation’ (p. 276). Rural local ities, Thomas argues, ‘were not mere back-
drops to the emer gence of two very differ ent soci eties, but key arenas 
in which change was medi ated’ (p. 16). In other words, his study adopts 
a com para tive ap proach rooted in the every day his tory of the local in 
order to con trib ute to a broader post-war East–West German shared 
his tory—one with a social his tory slant—that builds on the de tailed 
exist ing pic ture of East–West differ ences by document ing con nections 
and appro priations between the two systems.6

Thomas’s study is divided into six chapters, each of which ex-
amines an aspect of the paral lel his tories of Neu kirch and Ebers bach 
in closer detail, pre sent ing find ings from each case study in turn 
before draw ing suc cinct con clusions from them. Chap ters one and 
two ad dress the changing dis course around rural ity and com munity, 
which were dis cussed in new terms amid the polit ical and eco nomic 
transform ations of the country side post 1945, as well as during de-
bates over the per ceived backward ness of rural lo cations that also 
took place in Neu kirch and Ebers bach. In both local ities, Thomas 
notes, the mania for social plan ning and modern ization that char-
acter ized the first three post-war decades ini tially led people to reject 
notions of trad itional rural ity; yet from the late 1970s, under the in flu-
ence of eco nomic crisis, stag nation, and mount ing scepti cism at the 
idea of pro gress, there was a return to trad ition—for in stance through 
posi tive associ ations with the notion of Heimat, or ‘home land’. Yet 
the re defined social relation ships and ideas of solidarity within each 
village re mained ambiv alent. The increas ing need for pri vacy and 
per sonal auton omy led residents to actively renounce the prac tices 
of com munal life as soon as they could (this hap pened more quickly 
in Ebers bach than in Neu kirch); yet they also en gaged in nostal gic 
6 Frank Bösch, ‘Geteilt und verbunden: Perspektiven auf die deutsche 
Geschichte seit den 1970er Jahren’, in id. (ed.), Geteilte Geschichte: Ost- und 
Westdeutschland, 1970–2000 (Göttingen, 2015), 7–37.
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reminiscence over those same prac tices and la mented their dis appear-
ance. In chapter six, Thomas returns to residents’ understandings of 
his tory from the 1970s on wards—specific ally in re lation to the changes 
in their local ities after 1945—by examin ing local histori ography in 
chron icles, cal endars, com memorative publi cations, and so on. Here, 
he per suasively demon strates that these appro priations of the past do 
not merely ex press wist ful mem ories of van ished life-worlds, but are 
also at tempts to con trol the acceler ating pro cess of change by creating 
local ized mean ings.

Questions of local identity and belonging also shaped local 
re sponses to new arrivals, as Thomas shows in chap ter three. Long-
standing locals in Ebers bach and Neu kirch at tempted in similar ways 
to marginal ize refu gees, foreign workers (Gast arbeiter and Vertrags-
arbeiter), and new comers from urban areas by ex clud ing them 
spatially and by claim ing the sole right of interpret ation over ‘their’ 
local ity through narra tives of local homo geneity. These dis courses 
of self-understanding also per meated mutual per ceptions of the div-
ided Ger many, which were de fined by a ‘paral lel pro cess of other ing 
and estrange ment’ (p. 164), as Thomas argues in chapter four. While 
the resi dents of Neu kirch increas ingly im agined West Ger many as an 
ideal ized alter native to their day-to-day strug gle with the short age 
econ omy and as a cul tural bench mark for their expect ations of their 
own future—some thing that Thomas demon strates primar ily with 
refer ence to the many imagina tive at tempts by Neu kirch’s in habit-
ants to re ceive West ern tele vision—the people of Ebers bach tended to 
ascribe less import ance to ‘the na tional ques tion’ and ‘the East’ in their 
self-understanding during the decades follow ing the war. At most, 
these ideas pro vided re assurance over Ebers bach’s own success ful 
develop ment, as Thomas shows by point ing to the strong image of 
the ‘back ward’ East in the town’s public memory. 

Chapter five examines political changes on the local level from the 
late 1960s on wards, along with the re negoti ation of legitim acy and 
partici pation. Thomas argues that in both states, the local became an 
arena in which new forms of partici pation were estab lished from below 
within the confines of the different political systems—a phenom enon 
that Thomas calls ‘give-and-take politics’ in the chap ter title. In Neu-
kirch, he points to the local activ ism and volun teer work that went 
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into establish ing a recre ation area, as well as self-sufficiency strat egies 
and grievances sub mitted by way of pro test during the 1980s, while 
in Ebers bach he describes a citizens’ ini tiative to found a youth centre 
and a creative protest against poor road safety.

With their focus on the ‘self-organizing society’, Demshuk and 
Thomas form part of a recent trend in GDR social history—one that 
does not simply see the relation ship between the dicta torial state and 
social thought and activ ity in the late GDR as indica tive of a soci ety 
that was sub ject, in Jürgen Kocka’s formu lation, to Durch herrschung 
(the per meation of author ity),7 but in stead searches for sites of polit-
ical and cul tural partici pation within offi cial struc tures.8 From this 
per spective, which builds on re flections regard ing Herr schaft als 
soziale Praxis (domin ation as a social prac tice)9 and the ‘partici patory 
dictator ship’,10 local power is under stood as a field of inter action and 
negoti ation between pri vate, indi vidual motives, com munal relation-
ship net works, and the dic tates of the social ist polit ical and ideo logical 
system—a con stel lation of ‘small worlds’ in which vari ous actors 
devel oped their own attri butions of mean ing. And in Demshuk’s and 
Thomas’s case stud ies, the mean ing pro duced by the vari ous actors 
is the local itself. ‘Al though offi cials pro fessed that the people were 
work ing with them as a sign of belief in the system, in real ity the 
people came, not for com munism, but for the sake of Leip zig and their 
urban community’ (Demshuk, pp. 5–6; see also Thomas, pp. 197–205). 
For active residents on both sides of the German and the rural–urban 
divides, civic life was focused on one’s Heimat ort, or home turf, and 
on im proving local living con ditions. To this end, they en gaged in a 
‘mutu ally bene ficial trade-off’ (Thomas, p. 232) with state actors who 

7 Jürgen Kocka, ‘Eine durchherrschte Gesellschaft’, in id., Hartmut Kaelble, and 
Hartmut Zwahr (eds.), Sozialgeschichte der DDR (Stuttgart, 1994), 547–53.
8 Jörg Ganzenmüller and Bertram Triebel (eds.), Gesellschaft als staatliche Ver an-
stalt ung? Orte politischer und kultureller Partizipation in der DDR (forthcoming).
9 Alf Lüdtke, ‘Einleitung: Herrschaft als soziale Praxis’, in id. (ed.), Herr schaft 
als soziale Praxis: Historische und sozial-anthropologische Studien (Göttingen, 1991), 
9–63; Thomas Lindenberger, ‘Die Diktatur der Grenzen: Zur Ein leitung‘, in id. 
(ed.), Herrschaft und Eigen-Sinn in der Diktatur: Studien zur Gesellschafts geschichte 
der DDR (Cologne, 1999), 13–35.
10 Mary Fulbrook, The People’s State: East German Society from Hitler to Honecker 
(New Haven, 2005).
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them selves hoped to gain legitim acy. The differ ent limits of the two 
polit ical sys tems en sured that the in creased demand for more re spon-
sive polit ics in both East and West Ger many during the 1960s and 
1970s gave rise to histor ically unique local struc tures of partici pation 
in each state. Civic life in Leip zig and Neu kirch flour ished more in 
the con text of state-sponsored partici patory pro grammes, and only 
ever in local or indi vidual con texts, while in intel lectual terms it was 
imbued with links to com munal labour and folk regional isms that 
were de signed to bring trad ition into har mony with rad ical transform-
ation.11 In the West German Ebers bach, by con trast, the people’s 
grow ing desire for partici pation was chan nelled into inter est groups 
and public debate, and thus into the broader in sti tutional fabric of 
represen tative democracy. 

Both studies make a particularly valuable con tri bution to polit ical 
and cul tural his tory in the East–West German con text by show ing, in 
per suasive empir ical terms, that there was a rup ture in the citizen–
state relation ship in the GDR during the 1980s, so that the people’s 
high expect ations of the ‘wel fare dictator ship’,12 which had been nur-
tured by the regime itself, were pro foundly dis appointed, and their 
con fidence in the state’s will and cap acity to act was eroded (Thomas, 
pp. 216–23; Demshuk, pp. 149–70). When sym bolic order ing prin-
ciples and histor ical seman tics lose legitim acy, the funda mental 
assump tions under pin ning them come into view, and this erosion of 
trust in the state during the late GDR reveals a statist, yet community-
oriented and locally focused under standing of society—one that 
was character istic of East German indus trial modern ity as a whole. 
The histor ical con text for this politico-ideological for mation strikes 
me as import ant for achiev ing a clearer understanding of the ‘social 
fractures’, as Steffen Mau puts it, of the era of transform ation in East 
Ger many after this con sensus came to an abrupt end in 1989/90.13

11 Jan Palmowski, Inventing a Socialist Nation: Heimat and the Politics of Every-
day Life in the GDR, 1945–1990 (Cambridge, 2009).
12 Konrad Jarausch, ‘Care and Coercion: The GDR as Welfare Dictator ship’, in 
id. (ed.), Dictatorship as Experience: Towards a Socio-Cultural History of the GDR, 
trans. by Eve Duffy (New York, 1999), 47–69.
13 Steffen Mau, Lütten Klein: Leben in der ostdeutschen Trans formations gesell-
schaft (Berlin, 2019), 13–18, 244–9.
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On the level of social history, changes to political cul tures of 
partici pation in local con texts open a promis ing field of in vesti gation 
that is broad in spatial terms and spans the junc tures of his tory.14 
In his con clusion, Thomas merely hints that ‘paral lel his tories of re-
sponses to change in East and West Ger many were part of a broader 
Euro pean his tory’ (p. 278), while Demshuk re peatedly refers to ‘high 
modern ism’ (espe cially in chapter two) as the domin ant cur rent in 
post-1945 urban plan ning in both East and West Ger many, the ‘life-
less aes thetic re sults’ (p. 57) of which formed the main target of his 
actors’ engage ment. He also draws occa sional com parisons with 
histor ical archi tectural develop ments in other Euro pean cities such as 
WrocławandFrankfurtamMain,thoughhedoesnotexpandthese
into broader socio-historical paral lels. Future re search could build 
on Demshuk’s and Thomas’s find ings by focus ing more closely on 
the con nections between sweep ing struc tural changes and shifts in 
cul tural values—for ex ample by con duct ing an asyn chronous com-
parison of de-industrialization in local work cul tures in the UK and 
East Ger many, as Lutz Raphael has sug gested.15 This could form just 
one part of a com para tive ex perien tial his tory of Euro pean soci eties in 
the second half of the twen tieth cen tury—one that would take spe cific 
re gional develop ments and vari ations into account.

One key consideration when describing trans national transform-
ation pro cesses is the fact that they are locally em bedded. Con versely, 
we often only de velop an ini tial im pression of these pro cesses via 
indi vidual actions, to which rele vant mean ings are ascribed. Marcel 
Thomas and Andrew Demshuk offer stimu lating ana lyses based on 
empir ically rich case studies that will be of interest to scholars of East–
West German histories and the transformation of rural and urban 
spaces alike.

14 Christina Morina, ‘Geteilte Bilanz: Überlegungen zu einer polit ischen 
Kul tur geschichte Deutsch lands seit den 1980er Jahren’, in Markus Böick, 
Constantin Goschler, and Ralph Jessen (eds.), Jahrbuch Deutsche Einheit 2020 
(Berlin, 2020), 145–68.
15 Lutz Raphael, Jenseits von Kohle und Stahl: Eine Gesellschafts geschichte West-
europas nach dem Boom (Berlin, 2019), 18, 327–8, 353.
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