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Abstract

This thesis is an historical study of anorexia nervosa in the German Democratic
Republic. Its central premise is that any understanding of the existence of anorexia
nervosa must be predicated upon an investigation of the material conditions,
cultural discourses and social practices surrounding eating and the body, and the
ways in which these conditions, discourses and practices constructed (gendered)
subjectivities and behaviours. The thesis draws on archival material, questionnaires
and oral history interviews addressing the topics of food, health and bodies, as well
as personal experiences of self-starvation.

The thesis tests and contests current socio-cultural approaches to anorexia nervosa
which locate it within a specifically capitalist context of abundance, linking it not only
to the economic imperatives of capitalist industries but also to societal gender
structures. The GDR presents a very different socio-cultural context. Not only did it
have a “shortage economy” with an absence of capitalist industries, but the
economic position of women was different from that of their western counterparts,
with over 90% of them in paid employment by the end of the 1980s.

This study also provides new ways of understanding the GDR by teasing out the
complex interactions between Nazi and pre-Nazi cultural legacies, new socialist ideas
and values, and western cultural influences in the production of East German
discourses and practices relating to eating and the body. By exploring the production
of these discourses and practices, and the interactions between government
propaganda, popular culture and the medical and scientific professions, the thesis
provides an analysis of the inter-connectedness of body, self and society in the GDR,
1949-1990.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

There are two significant misconceptions about anorexia nervosa in the German
Democratic Republic (GDR), both of which are underpinned by the notion that the
socio-cultural context of the GDR did not provide fertile ground for the development
of self-starving behaviour. First, there is a widespread belief that it barely existed
within “actually existing socialism”. Second, it has been claimed that, when it did
present itself among the East German population, socio-cultural factors such as
sexism and dieting behaviour played an insignificant role in its production, compared
to in western nations, such as the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG).: A key aim of
this thesis is to challenge these misconceptions. To do this, the thesis will explore the
material conditions and discursive frameworks within which the practice of self-

starvation in the GDR has been constructed, experienced and understood.

The idea that anorexia nervosa barely existed in the GDR is belied by the historical
evidence, which reveals that significant numbers of cases were treated in East
German hospitals throughout the period 1949 to 1990. Many of these cases were
treated in the Nervenklinik (psychiatric clinic) of the Charité Hospital in East Berlin.
For example, a book published in 1963 reveals that in 1959 and 1960 ten patients
were treated there for anorexia nervosa.” In 1984, it was reported that between
1975 and 1983, sixty nine female and three male patients had received treatment.?
Two years earlier, in 1982, an article revealed that between September 1979 and
March 1981 eighteen girls and three boys had been treated for adolescent anorexia

nervosa (Pubertdtsmagersucht) in the Nervenklinik’s Department for Paediatric

! See K.-J. Neumirker and J. Hein, “Commentary I”, in Mervat Nasser, Melanie Katzman and Richard
Gordon (eds), Eating Disorders and Cultures in Transition (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2001), 137-
142.

% Karl Leonhard, Individualtherapie der Neurosen (Berlin: VEB Gustav Fischer Verlag, 1963), 261.

* Gisela Ehle, “Das Wechselspiel sozialer, innerpsychischer und biologischer Faktoren fur die
Atiopathogenese der Anorexia nervosa”, Schweizer Archiv fiir Neurologie und Psychiatrie, 134, 1,
1984, 81-91.
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Neuropsychology (Abteilung fiir Kinderneuropsychiatrie).* Furthermore, an article
published in 1990 noted that psychiatrists in this department had been conducting a
long-term follow-up study of eighty three patients who had been treated for

Pubertdtsmagersucht in the department since September 1979.”

Not only do these figures give an impression of the numbers of patients being
treated in the largest treatment centre for eating disorders in the GDR, they also
suggest that the incidence rate was rising in the 1980s. For example, the 1982 article
stated that “epidemiological analyses record a constant increase in the disease in
recent years, particularly in the so-called industrialised countries”.® However,
although there is the implication that this statement includes the GDR, this is not
made explicit. Another psychiatrist at the Charité’s Nervenklinik was more
circumspect when she stated in 1985 that although the literature about the aetiology
and therapy of Pubertdtsmagersucht had expanded enormously in recent years, “it is
not clear whether the disease has become more frequent or just the interest in it.”’
Whether or not the overall incidence rate of anorexia nervosa increased in the GDR
during the 1980s, there is evidence that the numbers of individuals hospitalised due

to an eating disorder did increase. One study estimated that between 1980 and

1989, there was a rise from 3.4 to 5.3 in-patients per 100,000 female residents.®

*R. D&l and K.-J. Neumirker, “Bemerkungen zur Therapie der Pubertatsmagersucht”, Das deutsche
Gesundheitswesen, 37, 15, 1982, 677-680. In East German medical and psychiatric texts, a distinction
is made between adolescent and adult anorexia nervosa. The former is usually referred to as
Pubertdtsmagersucht, while the latter is referred to either as Magersucht or anorexia nervosa. This
distinction had been made in the German-speaking world since before the Second World War.

KA. Neumarker, U. Dudeck and U. Neumaérker, “Wie sicher ist die Diagnose ‘Anorexia nervosa’?”,
Zeitschrift fiir Kinder- und Jugendpsychiatrie und Psychotherapie, 18, 1990, 133-139.

® Ibid. Reports from countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain support this claim. For example, an
article published in 1986 states that the number of hospitalised cases of anorexia nervosa in Prague
rose from five in 1973 to twenty four in 1983. See Frantisek Faltus, “Anorexia Nervosa in
Czechoslovakia”, International Journal of Eating Disorders, 5,3, 1986, 581-585. The rise in cases
appears to have been particularly dramatic in the United States. For example, according to Brumberg,
in the 1960s the University of Wisconsin Hospital typically admitted one anorexic patient per year. In
1982, over seventy cases were admitted to this hospital. See Joan Jacobs Brumberg, Fasting Girls: The
History of Anorexia Nervosa (New York: Vintage Books, 1988), 15.

7 Sieglinde von Trostorrf, “Katamnestische Untersuchungen bei Patienten mit Pubertdtsmagersucht”,
Psychiatrie, Neurologie und medizinische Psychologie, 37, 1985, 90-100.

¥ See Klaus-Jirgen Neumarker and Andreas Joachim Bartsch, “Perspectives of eating disorders from
the Charité Hospital in Berlin”, European Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 12, 2003, supplement 1, 4-
19. These figures are also cited in Neumarker and Hein, “Commentary 1”7, 140.
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Furthermore, an article published in 1989 predicted a rise in the incidence rates of

anorexia nervosa and other eating disorders, such as bulimia and obesity.9

Ultimately, it is impossible to know the extent to which anorexia nervosa existed in
the GDR. Unlike for cases of cancer, there was no official register for cases of self-
starvation, and no epidemiological studies of overall incidence rates were
conducted.'® The cases referred to in East German medical journals represent the
most serious ones which had resulted in hospitalisation. Undiagnosed cases and
those not treated in hospitals have largely been lost from the historical record. Only
by conducting oral history interviews can knowledge of such cases be uncovered.
Another obstacle hindering knowledge of the extent of anorexia nervosa in the GDR
is that no single set of diagnostic criteria was uniformly used.™ Indeed, before the
1980s none of the reports about anorexia nervosa, which appeared in East German
medical journals, stated clear criteria for diagnosis. This changed in the 1980s with
several East German authors citing the use of Feighner’s 1972 criteria.*® In 1990
reference was also made to use of the DSM-III-R diagnostic criteria for anorexia

nervosa.B

° Gisela Ehle, Ina Preller and Wolfgang Preller, “4-Jahres-Katamnese von 72 Patienten mit Anorexia
nervosa”, Zeitschrift fiir klinische Medizin, 44, 25, 1989, 2213-2216.

' This point was made by Professor Neumarker during the interview conducted for this study on 27"
August 2010.

" This point is made in Gisela Ehle and Jiirgen Ott, “Das Syndrom Anorexia nervosa”, Psychiatrie,
Neurologie und medizinische Psychologie, 33,10, 1981, 577-588.

' The following reports stated the use of Feighner’s 1972 criteria for anorexia nervosa: Ehle and Ott,
“Das Syndrom Anorexia nervosa”; Doll and Neumarker, “Bemerkungen zur Therapie der
Pubertdatsmagersucht”. Feighner’s 1972 diagnostic criteria for anorexia nervosa were developed by
American psychiatrists. They stated that the conditions necessary for the diagnosis of anorexia
nervosa were: (a) onset prior to age 25; (b) weight-loss of at least 25% of original body weight; (c) a
disordered attitude toward eating food or weight that over-rides hunger, admonitions, reassurance,
and threats; (d) anorexia and weight-loss not accounted for by medical iliness; (e) no evidence of
psychiatric disorder, such as primary affective disorder, schizophrenia, or obsessive-compulsive
neurosis; and (f) evidence of at least two of the following: amenorrhea, lanugo, bradycardia, periods
of overactivity, and episodes of bulimia and vomiting. See L. Alexander-Mott, “Anorexia Nervosa:
Definition, Diagnostic Criteria and Associated Psychological Problems”, in L. Alexander-Mott and D.
Barry Lumsden (eds), Understanding Eating Disorders: Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa and Obesity
(Washington D.C. and London: Taylor and Francis, 1994), 107.

B Neumarker, Dudeck and Neumaérker, “Wie sicher ist die Diagnose ‘Anorexia nervosa’?”. Published in
1987, the DSM-III-R was a revised version of the third edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (1980). It defined anorexia nervosa with the
following criteria: (a) refusal to maintain body weight over a minimal weight for age and height, e.g.
weight-loss leading to the maintenance of body weight 15% below that expected, or failure to make
expected weight-gain during period of growth, leading to body weight 15% below that expected; (b)
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In light of these hindrances, it is difficult to compare incidence rates in the GDR with
those in contemporaneous western societies. Unlike in the GDR, formal
epidemiological studies were conducted in the West prior to 1990. In part, this
reflected the popular and medical interest in the “disorder” which had existed in
western nations since the 1970s. However, these studies suffered from significant
methodological limitations, such as failing to use uniform diagnostic criteria.
Consequently, the results obtained from different studies varied enormously and
make comparisons problematic.* Therefore, due to the sum of these difficulties, the
current study does not attempt to compare the incidence rates in the GDR with
those in other societies. It does not claim that the “disorder” was more or less
frequent in the GDR than elsewhere. Rather, it is predicated on, and contributes to,
the historical evidence that anorexia nervosa did, despite popular misconceptions to

the contrary, exist in “actually existing socialism”.

I. Socio-Cultural Approaches to Anorexia Nervosa

In order to understand the development of the misconception that the socio-cultural
context of East Germany did not provide fertile ground for the production of
anorexia nervosa, it is necessary to explore some of the key arguments which
underpin socio-cultural approaches to the “disorder”. These approaches first gained
prominence in the West in the 1970s and 1980s. Before then, dominant theories
about the aetiology of anorexia nervosa had stemmed from bio-medical and
psychological approaches, which rooted it in the individual’s body and/or mind.
Although psychological approaches did not entirely ignore social factors,

considerations were limited to the individual’s immediate environment, such as

intense fear of gaining weight or becoming fat, even though underweight; (c) disturbance in the way
in which one’s body weight, size or shape is experienced, e.g. the person claims to “feel fat” even
when emaciated, believes that one area of the body is “too fat” even when obviously underweight;
and (d) in females, absence of at least three consecutive menstrual cycles when otherwise expected
to occur. These criteria differed from those in the DSM-III (1980) in that the weight-loss requirement
had been reduced and amenorrhea had been introduced as an essential criterion. See Alexander-
Mott, “Anorexia Nervosa: Definition, Diagnostic Criteria and Associated Psychological Problems”, 107.
' See Richard A. Gordon, Eating Disorders: Anatomy of a Social Epidemic (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000),
62-78; and Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 13-17.
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family relationships. Furthermore, the “anorexic” individual was cast as someone
whose development was “abnormal” and “pathological”. Little attention was paid to
the wider cultural context in which individuals developed self-starving behaviour. It
was only with the flourishing of the second wave feminist movement in the 1970s

that serious attention began to be paid to this wider cultural context.

One of the first aspects of contemporary western culture which became the focus of
socio-cultural approaches to anorexia nervosa was “the tyranny of slenderness”.’
Indeed, since the 1980s it has become widely taken for granted that cultural
representations of, and social demands for, female slenderness play a key role in the
development of anorexia nervosa and other eating disorders. The modern visual
media and other capitalist industries, particularly the advertising, fashion and dieting
industries, are held responsible for glamorising the slim/thin female body and
putting pressure on girls and women to strive for bodily “perfection”. This, it is
asserted, creates a fat-phobic environment in which it becomes “normal” for girls
and women to worry about the appearance of their body and to diet in order to gain
or maintain slenderness. According to proponents of this argument, “when and
where people become obesophobic and dieting becomes pervasive, we can expect
to see an escalating number of individuals with anorexia nervosa and other eating

disorders.”*®

Thus, according to the “tyranny of slenderness” argument, negative representations

of the “fat” body and positive representations of the “slender” body “serve as the

nl7

primary stimulus for anorexia nervosa.””" Unsurprisingly, this argument has been

criticised for portraying girls and women as “dupes”, who unthinkingly accept the

 This phrase was coined by Kim Chernin, an American psycholanalytically-informed writer about
eating disorders, to describe the cultural obsession in contemporary western, capitalist societies with
female slenderness. See Kim Chernin, The Obsession: Reflections on the Tyranny of Slenderness (New
York: Harper & Row, 1981).

16 Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 41. Another proponent of this argument is Richard Gordon, who points out
that “a number of research studies have clearly indicated that dieting is a particularly powerful
antecedent of eating disorders.” See Richard Gordon, “Eating Disorders East and West: A Culture-
Bound Syndrome Unbound”, in Nasser, Katzman and Gordon (eds.), Eating Disorders and Cultures in
Transition (Hove and New York: Routledge, 2001), 1-16.

v Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 35.
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cultural images with which they are presented. In response to this criticism, some
feminists have pointed to the “normativising” power of cultural representations,
which work to discipline individual subjectivities and bodies. This is perhaps best

summed up by Susan Bordo when she says:

Cultural images are never “just pictures”.. They speak to young
people not just about how to be beautiful but also about how to
become what the dominant culture admires, values, rewards...And
it is images, too, that teach us how to see, that educate our vision in
what is a defect and what is normal, that give us the models against
which our own bodies and the bodies of others are measured.*®

In line with this argument, Bordo asserts elsewhere that because western, capitalist
societies value female slenderness so highly, women who pursue it must be regarded
as making a rational choice: “People know the routes to success in this culture — they

are advertised widely enough — and they are not “dopes” to pursue them.”*?

As well as pointing to cultural representations of the slender female body and to the
vested interests of capitalist industries, feminist arguments focus more generally on
women’s position in western, patriarchal societies. In the late 1970s and 1980s, key
feminist texts argued that anorexia nervosa was a response to psychological conflicts
which were produced by women’s inferior social status in contemporary capitalist
societies. Some argued that the anorexic control of food and the body emerged from
women’s sense of powerlessness and ineffectiveness within society.?’ Others argued
that it was rooted in women’s shame and fear of their own desires. This was linked,
they asserted, to the basic demand of femininity, which required women to
subordinate their own needs and desires to those of others. According to this

argument, the control of food was a metaphor for the control of the needy self.

¥ Susan Bordo, “Not just ‘a white girl’s thing’: The Changing Face of Food and Body Image Problems”,
in Helen Malson and Maree Burns (eds), Critical Feminist Approaches to Eating Dis/Orders (London
and New York: Routledge, 2009), 46-59. Quotation from p. 52.

' Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body (Berkeley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), 30.

20 See, for example, Marilyn Lawrence, “Anorexia Nervosa: The Control Paradox”, Women’s Studies
International Quarterly, 2, 1979, 93-101.

2t See, for example, Marilyn Lawrence, The Anorexic Experience (London: Women’s Press, 1984); and
Susie Orbach, Hunger Strike: The Anorectic’s Struggle as a Metaphor for Our Age (London: Faber and
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New opportunities for women in education and the workplace were also believed to
play a role in the development of anorexia nervosa. It was argued that self-starving
practices were part of a psychological crisis which resulted from the individual’s
inability to reconcile familial and self-imposed demands to achieve highly in
education and the workplace with social pressures for girls and women to be
conformist and passive.22 This theory was also used to explain why it seemed that
girls and women from upper and middle class backgrounds were more vulnerable to
anorexia nervosa than were their working class counterparts, as it was claimed that

an achievement ethos was valued more highly among the middle classes.

By locating anorexia nervosa within the wider cultural context, the feminist texts
from the 1970s and 1980s differed from bio-medical and psychological approaches
which had ignored this context. However, by presenting it as an individual
pathological response to patriarchal culture, these texts maintained the conception
of anorexia nervosa as individual pathology. Since the late 1980s, this conception has
been critiqued by a new critical feminist approach, which draws heavily on post-
structuralist theory. Instead of understanding social and cultural dimensions as
merely “influences” or “factors” in the psychopathology of unified, autonomous
individuals, this approach conceives of the social and cultural as constitutive of
individuals and practices through discourse. In this view, individual subjectivities,
practices, experiences and embodiment are “(multiply) constituted within and by

d »23

particular discursive contexts within which they are embedde This means that

“(individual) disorder is re-theorised as part and parcel of the (culturally normative)

Faber, 1986). See also Winny Weeda-Mannah, “Female Sex-Role Conflicts and Eating Disorders”, in
Bridget Dolan and Inez Gitzinger (eds), Why Women? Gender Issues and Eating Disorders (London: The
Athlone Press, 1994), 15-20.

?? see, for example, Lawrence, “Anorexia Nervosa”. See also Gordon, Eating Disorders: Anatomy of a
Social Epidemic, chapter four. A similar argument is made by Morag MacSween. However, she is
critical of arguments put forward by some feminists, such as Marilyn Lawrence, which claim that a
“real” female self exists independently of the effects of the female gender-role on personality. See
Morag MacSween, Anorexic Bodies: A Feminist and Sociological Perspective on Anorexia Nervosa
(London and New York: Routledge, 1993).

2 Maree Burns, Jane Tyrer and the Eating Difficulties Education Network (EDEN), “Feminisms in
practice: Challenges and opportunities for an eating issues community agency”, in Helen Malson and
Maree Burns (eds), Critical Feminist Approaches to Eating Dis/Orders (London and New York:
Routledge, 2009), 224.
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724 Thus, from this perspective, any understanding of self-starvation

order of things.
(or any other practice) needs to consider the discursive context in which it is

produced.

Most critical feminist approaches identify the western media’s propagation of the
slender body ideal as part of the relevant discursive context. However, they often
warn against interpreting anorexic practices as merely the outcome of the
consumption of representations of this ideal. Not only does such an interpretation
run the risk of presenting women as dupes or victims, but it also ignores the
productive power of other discourses, such as those centring on health, nutrition and
fitness. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s notion that “the practice of specific dietetic
and exercise regimens is a central organising principle in the formation of ethical
subjects and constitutes an art of living or ascetics of the self”, it has been argued
that contemporary discourses about health, nutrition and fitness promote practices
of weighing, counting and measuring as part of an ethics of self-care.”> Furthermore,

III

these discourses code certain food-related practices as “moral” and others as

III

“sinful”. Some scholars argue that within this discursive context, anorexic practices
(as well as “normal” dieting practices) should be understood as “technologies of the
self” within a culturally normative ethics of self-care.”® According to this
interpretation, anorexic practices “exemplify a grammar similar to other
contemporary dietetic discourses” and are deployed in an attempt to transform the

f27

self.”” Such an interpretation does not simply conceive of the anorexic body as an

image or sign to be read by others, but also takes account of the “doing” of anorexia

* Helen Malson and Maree Burns, “Re-theorising the slash of dis/order: An introduction to critical
feminist approaches to eating dis/orders”, in Malson and Burns, Critical Feminist Approaches to Eating
Dis/Orders, 2.

2 See Abigail Bray, “The Anorexic Body: Reading Disorders”, Cultural Studies, 10, 3, 1996, 413-429.
Quotation from p. 425. Foucault discusses this notion in The Use of Pleasure (trans. Robert Hurley,
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), 101.

*® Scholars who make this argument include Rebecca Lester, who understands a “technology of the
self” as “an art of existence, a theoretical project, an ensemble of meaningful practices worked on the
body which both constitute and transform the self.” See Rebecca J. Lester, “The (Dis)Embodied Self in
Anorexia Nervosa”, Social Science and Medicine, 44, 4, 1997, 479-489. The concept of “technologies of
the self” was developed by Michel Foucault. See Luther H. Martin, Huck Gutman and Patrick H. Hutton
(eds), Technologies of the Self: A Seminar with Michel Foucault (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1988).

%’ see, for example, Bray, “The Anorexic Body”; and Abigail Bray and Claire Colebrook, “The Haunted
Flesh: Corporeal Feminism and the Politics of (Dis)Embodiment”, Signs, 24, 1, 1998, 35-67.
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nervosa, whereby self-starving practices are invested with multiple, but not limitless,

social and personal meanings.?®

The interpretation of anorexia nervosa as a “technology of the self” needs to be read
in conjunction with scholarship which asserts that “the project of the self in modern

n29

society is in fact the project of the body.””” According to this argument “there is a

tendency for the body to become increasingly central to the modern person’s sense

of self-identity.”*

Proponents of this argument focus their analyses on consumer
capitalist societies in the second half of the twentieth century and the early twenty-
first century. They argue that this “somatic individualism” is driven by scientific and
medical discourses about health, in conjunction with advances in medical
technologies, a rise in opportunities for leisure and the increasing importance of

consumerism promoted by powerful, profit-seeking industries.>!

The above arguments suggest that the discursive contexts of late capitalist societies
are implicated in anorexic practices. However, it is important to note that
proponents of the new critical feminist approach do not argue that anorexia nervosa
is caused by these contexts, rather they argue that they provide anorexic practices
with certain meanings which can be deployed by the individual in the construction of
identity. Feminists also point out that all discourses are heavily gendered. This can be
seen clearly when analysing discourses about health, nutrition and fitness. For
example, these discourses tend to construct women as the guardians of their
family’s health and as responsible for feeding others. They also discursively construct

specific links between women and the body, which manifest themselves in the

% See Elspeth Probyn, “This Body Which Is Not One: Speaking an Embodied Self”, Hypatia, 6, 3, 1991,
111-124.

» Bryan S. Turner, “Preface”, in Pasi Falk, The Consuming Body (London: Sage Publications, 1994), xii.
% Chris Shilling, The Body and Social Theory (London: Sage Publications, 1993), 1.

3 According to Nikolas Rose people in advanced liberal democracies are increasingly relating to
themselves as “somatic” individuals, that is “as beings whose individuality, is in part at least,
grounded within our fleshly corporeal existence, and who experience, articulate, judge and act upon
ourselves in part in the language of biomedicine. From official discourses of health promotion through
narratives of the experience of disease and suffering in the mass media, to popular discourses on
dieting and exercise, we see an increasing stress on personal reconstruction through acting on the
body in the name of a fitness that is simultaneously corporeal and psychological.” See Nikolas Rose,
The Politics of Life Itself: Biomedicine, Power and Subjectivity in the Twenty-First Century (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2007), 25-26.
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everyday lives of women in terms of “the beautification of one’s own body and the

732 |t is these discursive

reproduction, care, and maintenance of the bodies of others.
constructions and lived realities which, according to feminist arguments, lead
women, more than men, to adopt practices relating to the control of food and the

body.33

As suggested by the above discussion, much of the literature presenting a socio-
cultural approach to anorexia nervosa, originates in the capitalist West.
Furthermore, much of it is based on the premise that anorexia nervosa is almost
exclusively a phenomenon of the western, capitalist world. This view is summed up
in historian Joan Jacob Brumberg’s assertion that “the ‘contagion’ is confined to the
US, Western Europe, Japan and other areas experiencing rapid Westernization.”*
Thus, socio-cultural explanations for the existence of anorexia nervosa focus largely
on certain aspects of life under western capitalism, such as gender structures and
the economic imperatives of capitalist industries. Many of these texts also assert
that the affluence of capitalist societies is a key factor in the production of anorexia
nervosa. Indeed, it is claimed that this “disorder” only appears in societies where
food is abundant because “in times of scarcity, voluntary food refusal had little

”35 However, where food is plentiful, as it has been

efficacy as an emotional strategy.
in the post-war capitalist West, it becomes an important analogue of the self, used
to make statements about personal and political values. Furthermore, it is often
argued that the combination of an abundant supply of food together with conflicting

cultural messages to both self-deny (e.g. health discourses) and consume (e.g.

32 Bordo, Unbearable Weight, 17.

* There is a long tradition in feminist theories about anorexia nervosa which links practices focused
on controlling food and the body with social expectations and lived realities connecting women to
food and the body. It is not only part of the new critical feminist approach. See, for example,
Lawrence, The Anorexic Experience; Orbach, Hunger Strike; Susie Orbach, Fat is a Feminist Issue
(London: Arrow Books, 2006, originally published in two separate volumes in 1978 and 1982); and
Brumberg, Fasting Girls.

i Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 16. Similarly, another study tracing the historical development of anorexia
nervosa states that “anorexia nervosa occurs almost exclusively in prosperous countries marked by
the socio-economic characteristics of Western (post-) industrial societies.” See Walter Vandereycken
and Ron Van Deth, From Fasting Saints to Anorexic Girls: The History of Self-Starvation (London: The
Athlone Press, 1994), 4.

» Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 14. This point is also made by Mara Selvini-Palazzoli, “Anorexia Nervosa: A
Syndrome of the Affluent Society”, Transcultural Psychiatric Research Review, 22, 3, 1985, 199.
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advertising) leads to tensions within individuals, which are expressed in disordered

eating habits, including self-starvation and binge-purging.*®

The assumption that anorexia nervosa could not exist to any significant degree in
non-western or non-capitalist countries has been made in relation to Eastern Europe
during the Cold War period. For example, in an interview published in 2002 Susie
Orbach, a British psychotherapist who has written extensively on the topic of eating
disorders, claimed that until the collapse of socialism and the introduction of
capitalism in 1990, eating disorders had not existed in the German states which had
formed the GDR.*’” Attempts to explain this (false) assumption are usually based on
misunderstandings of the social structures, cultural discourses and lived realities
within socialist societies. This is nicely illustrated in the claim that in societies “where
the work of women was taken for granted, and where their sense of value appeared
to derive from taking part in an overall social philosophy, there was no correlation
between sense of inner worth and external appearance.”*® As will become clear in
the chapters that follow, the idea that high levels of female employment meant that
women behind the Iron Curtain did not connect external appearance to inner self

worth is simplistic and false.

Increasingly, studies are recognising that anorexia nervosa has existed (and does

exist) in non-western and non-capitalist societies.>* However, explanations for this

3 See, for example, Robert J. Smith, “Eating Disorders and the Production-Consumption Dialectic”,
New Ideas in Psychology, 11, 1, 1993, 95-104.

7 “Wenn ich hungrig bin, esse ich”, Emma, 2, 2002, 50-54. This article will be discussed in greater
depth in chapter 6.

*® Mervat Nasser, Culture and Weight Consciousness (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), 97.

** Here lam referring to studies which acknowledge the existence of the clinical concept of anorexia
nervosa in non-western and non-capitalist societies in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Some
scholars have also argued that fasting behaviours in earlier societies, such as among medieval holy
women, represent early cases of anorexia nervosa. See, for example, Rudolph M. Bell, Holy Anorexia
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1985). Others, such as Caroline Walker Bynum, have
pointed out that such claims are unhelpful and difficult to support. Not only is the evidence too
fragmentary but the meanings of food refusal in earlier societies were significantly different from
those attributed to the modern “disorder” of anorexia nervosa. See Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy
Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1988), particularly 194-207.
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usually focus on the infiltration of western values and norms into these societies.*’
Such an explanation can be seen in work dealing with the existence of eating
disorders behind the Iron Curtain. For example, a study which acknowledged that
“eating disorders represented at least as common a problem in Eastern as in
Western Europe before the changes in political organisation”, sought an explanation
for this in “over-identification with Western norms and values”, such as the slim
body ideal, and in exposure to western media. Instead of investigating the ways in
which domestic political, economic and social cultures of non-capitalist countries
might have created a socio-cultural context conducive to the development of eating
disordered practices, it is asserted that such practices were simply linked to “western
culturally mediated dieting behaviour”, which, despite being “hampered” by the Iron

Curtain, was transmitted via the mass media and personal contacts.*

Il. Testing and Contesting Socio-Cultural Approaches to Anorexia Nervosa

This thesis seeks to move beyond parochial socio-cultural approaches to anorexia
nervosa, which link the “disorder” only to the norms, values and structures of
western capitalism. It takes some of the key arguments of these approaches and
explores the extent to which they can be used to understand the existence of
anorexia nervosa in the GDR between 1949 and 1990. In so doing, it illuminates the
limitations and western-bias of these approaches. It also provides an analysis of the
ways in which the socio-cultural context of the GDR was constitutive of self-starving

practices.

* For example, Mervat Nasser argues that the “global emergence of eating pathology in the majority
of societies is linked to the degree of identification with western cultural norms in relation to weight
and shape preferences for women. The global media could possibly be playing an important role in
disseminating these values.” See Nasser, Culture and Weight Consciousness, 47. Similarly, Richard
Gordon argues that “there is little question...that the impact of American and Western European
attitudes towards the cultivation of bodily appearance...have been profoundly influential” in the
global spread of eating disorders. Furthermore, “it is apparent that global capitalism brings its
pathologies along with its benefits, a point that is illustrated in a particularly dramatic way by the
diffusion of eating disorders.” See Gordon, Eating Disorders: Anatomy of a Social Epidemic, vii.

1 5ee G. Rathner, F. Tury, P. Szabd, M. Geyer, G. Rumpold, A. Forgacs, W. Sollner and G. Pl6ttner,
“Prevalence of Eating Disorders and Minor Psychiatric Morbidity in Central Europe before the Political
Changes in 1989: A Cross-Cultural Study”, Psychological Medicine, 25, 1995, 1027-1035.
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Importantly, this study is not interested in uncovering the causes of anorexia
nervosa. It is based on the premise that it is impossible to reveal any absolute
“Truth” about what precipitates the practice of self-starvation. Instead, it concerns
itself with the material conditions, cultural discourses and social practices, which
have been identified in socio-cultural approaches as being implicated in the
production of anorexia nervosa, and tests their relevance within the East German
context. In so doing, the thesis takes seriously the post-structuralist claim that “the
notions of experience, and of subjectivity itself, are themselves a product of
discursive processes that position individuals in relation to discursive formations.”*?
These discursive formations are conceptualised as being “a convergence of
statements, texts, signs and practices across different, even dispersed sites”, from
the psychiatric ward to the family dining table.”* However, rather than confining
itself to an analysis of “free-floating” discursive formations, the thesis situates them
within their larger social, economic and political contexts. Furthermore, it
understands experience and subjectivity as on-going processes in which the
individual actively (although often unknowingly) negotiates subject positions within

the available discursive frameworks specific to her socio-historic location.**

The first arguments which the thesis identifies and addresses focus on cultures of
eating. It has been argued that anorexia nervosa only occurs to a significant degree
in affluent societies where food is plentiful and domesticity is venerated.
Furthermore, a link has been drawn between the practice of self-starvation and the
traditional female role of providing nourishment for others. However, as will become
clear in chapter two, the political, social and economic conditions of the GDR meant
that cultures of eating in East Germany differed significantly from those in
contemporaneous western societies. The GDR had a “shortage economy”

(Mangelwirschaft), which negatively affected food supply in terms of quantity,

* Laura Lee Downs, Writing Gender History (London: Bloomsbury, 2010), 95.

* Kathleen Canning, Gender History in Practice: Historical Perspectives on Bodies, Class and Citizenship
(Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005), 79.

o By emphasising social, economic and political contexts and the role of individual agency in
negotiating subject positions, the thesis distances itself from a purely post-structuralist approach in
which human agency becomes obsolete, and social, economic and political contexts are ignored or
considered irrelevant.
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quality and diversity.*® Furthermore, unlike in the West, there existed an extensive
system of state-funded communal eating facilities, designed to free East German
women from the burden of cooking. This distinctive context raises important
guestions concerning the meanings of food and eating in East German society. For
example, to what extent could food be used as an emotional weapon within the
home? How far was food considered to be an analogue of the self; and how did

social gender structures operate in the realms of food and eating?

Following on from the analysis of cultures of eating in the GDR, chapters three and
four address the argument that anorexia nervosa occurs in societies which venerate
the “slender” body and stigmatise the “fat” body. Most socio-cultural approaches to
anorexia nervosa argue that this environment is created largely by powerful
capitalist industries, such as the media, advertising, dieting and fashion industries,
which have financially vested interests in creating “a world in which individuals are
made to become emotionally vulnerable, constantly monitoring themselves for
bodily imperfections which could no longer be regarded as natural.”*® As a socialist
state with a command economy, the GDR lacked capitalist industries which sought to
promote and profit from the “somatic individualism”, which, it has been argued,
became characteristic of western societies in the second half of the twentieth
century. Furthermore, East German society was built on the principle of collectivism,
rather than individualism. These points raise a number of important questions. First,
did the absence of capitalist industries mean that the GDR did not venerate the
“slender” body nor stigmatise the “fat” body? Second, what meanings were
associated with different body types and how were these meanings produced and
propagated? Third, to what extent did East Germans relate to themselves as

“somatic individuals” and did this change over time?

45 According to Kornai’s analysis of the socialist system, the GDR could be classed as having a
“shortage economy” because shortages of goods, services, means of production and international
means of payment were “general, frequent, intensive, and chronic”. See Janos Kornai, The Socialist
System: The Political Economy of Communism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 233.

* Mike Featherstone, “The Body in Consumer Culture”, Theory, Culture and Society, 1, 18, 1982, 18-
33. Here he is referring specifically to the advertising industry.
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Chapter three explores these questions by investigating the production, presentation
and reception of East German health propaganda focusing on body weight and food
consumption. In so doing, it also addresses the post-structuralist argument that
anorexia nervosa can be seen as a discursive event occurring within a general
discursive network concerned with the analysis, regulation and normalisation of
health, bodies and consumption.47 By focusing on discourses and cultures of dieting
in the GDR, chapter four builds on the arguments presented in chapter three. It
challenges the idea that capitalist industries are a pre-requisite for a fat-phobic
society in which dieting becomes common-place. Together, these two chapters
analyse the ways in which East German health propaganda and cultures of dieting
were produced at the intersection of domestic and international scientific and

popular discourses about health, aesthetics and body weight.

As well as testing and contesting key arguments in dominant socio-cultural
approaches to anorexia nervosa, this thesis also sets out to analyse the ways in
which self-starvation was understood in the GDR, both within the discipline of
psychiatry and within popular culture. Chapter five focuses on East German
psychiatric approaches to the “disorder”. It explores how far these approaches were
influenced by socialist ideology, by the peculiarities of the discipline of psychiatry
within the GDR, and by dominant psychiatric approaches in contemporaneous
western societies. In so doing, it assesses the extent to which psychiatric
understandings and treatments of anorexia nervosa in the GDR differed from those
dominant in the West. It also investigates the extent to which psychiatric theories

about the “disorder” were relayed to the East German public.

The discussion in chapter five raises questions about how self-starvation in the GDR
was experienced by those who engaged in this practice. For example, how did
discourses about anorexia nervosa (or the absence of such discourses) affect their
understandings of what they were doing; and how did they experience treatment

within East German psychiatric settings? Were these understandings and

¥ See Bray and Colebrook, “The Haunted Flesh”.
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experiences significantly different from those of people who self-starved in the
West? These questions are addressed in chapter six, which also seeks to analyse the
ways in which memories of the material conditions, cultural discourses and social
practices, investigated throughout this thesis, were deployed in the narratives of
those who self-starved in the GDR. It also questions the assertion that socio-cultural
factors, such as sexism, dieting behaviour and sexual abuse played an insignificant
role in the production of anorexia nervosa in the East German context. Finally, this
chapter explores not only experiences of self-starvation but also contemporary
popular perceptions of the existence of anorexia nervosa in East Germany. It
analyses the ways in which these perceptions have been shaped by past and present

discursive contexts and material conditions.

Ill. Contribution to Historical Scholarship on the GDR

The thesis not only tests and contests dominant socio-cultural approaches to
anorexia nervosa, it also contributes to existing scholarship on the history of the GDR
and provides new ways of understanding East Germany. Throughout the thesis, the

GDR is conceptualised not as an isolated, self-contained state behind the Iron Curtain

I" I"

nor as an “abnormal” rump state neighbouring the “normal” Federal Republic of
Germany. Instead, it is understood as a complex, modern industrial society, facing
many similar problems to contemporaneous non-communist societies.*® The
problems investigated in this study focus on food, health and the body. By exploring
explanations of and attempted solutions to these problems, it analyses the ways in

IH

which “official” policies and discourses, produced by political, scientific and medical
bodies, were shaped by traditions and mentalities from the pre-1945 era, as well as
by socialist ideals and values, and by cultural and scientific discourses which

permeated the country’s borders.

8 See Ina Merkel, “The GDR — A Normal Country in the Centre of Europe”, in Mary Fulbrook (ed.),
Power and Society in the GDR, 1961-1979: The ‘Normalisation of Rule’? (New York: Berghahn Books,
2009), 194-203.
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The thesis does not, however, present “official” policies and discourses as “master
narratives”. Rather, it analyses the ways in which they were produced as part of an
interactive process between the concerns and interests of politicians, scientists and
medics and the actions of individual East Germans. In so doing, it explores how, in
their everyday lives, East Germans negotiated dominant (gendered) discourses about
health, food and bodies, resisting some and accepting or modifying others to
construct identities and make sense of their experiences. In this way, the thesis
highlights the limits of the state’s reach into everyday life and illuminates the
limitations of the “totalitarian” approach to East German history, which claims that
the GDR can be explained and understood purely in terms of high-politics and state-

directed policies.*’

Throughout the thesis, close attention is paid to the issue of gender. In the
historiography of the GDR, there already exists a rich literature on women and the
construction of femininity. This reveals that in many ways experiences of being
female in the socialist GDR were very different from those of being female in
contemporaneous western capitalist countries. A key difference was the social
expectation that East German women would find paid employment outside of the
home. Indeed, by 1970 the GDR boasted the highest rate of female employment in
an industrialised economy, with women making up 48.3% of the workforce.>® This
granted East German women a degree of financial independence which is reflected
in the fact that by the 1970s two thirds of divorce petitions were filed by women.>*
The blatant sexualisation and commodification of women’s bodies in the public
sphere was also far less pronounced in the GDR than in the West. However, despite

these differences, there were also many similarities. Although official rhetoric

* For a refutation of the “totalitarian” approach to the history of the GDR, see Mary Fulbrook, The
People’s State: East German Society from Hitler to Honecker (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 2005), particularly chapter one. A classic example of the “totalitarian” approach is Klaus
Schroeder, Der SED-Staat: Partei, Staat und Gesellschaft, 1949-1990 (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag,
1998).

> Donna Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic: Women, the Family and Communism in the German
Democratic Republic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 303.

> Angela Brock, “‘Producing the ‘Socialist Personality’? Socialisation, Education and the Emergence of
New Patterns of Behaviour”, in Mary Fulbrook (ed.), Power and Society in the GDR, 1961-1979: The
‘Normalisation of Rule’? (New York and Oxford: Berghahn, 2009), 220-252.
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claimed the GDR was founded on the principle of sexual equality, it remained a
patriarchal society in which “men on an aggregate level held more power and had a
greater command over social, economic and political resources.”? As in the West,
gender stereotypes, sexist prejudices and women’s own lack of self-confidence
converged to create a context in which women were vastly under-represented in
management and other senior positions.53 Traditional constructions of masculinity
and femininity continued to be promoted and experienced in all aspects of life in the
GDR, from media images of men and women to experiences of sexual harassment in
the workplace.®® Throughout the history of the GDR, women continued to be

discursively constructed as “other” to the male norm.

Facile claims about sexual equality in the GDR have, therefore, been thoroughly
undermined by historical scholarship. This forms an important backdrop to the
chapters of this thesis, which seek to assess the ways in which gender,
conceptualised as a set of lived relations and a symbolic system founded on physical
sexual difference, operated in East German discourses about food, health and the
body. In so doing, the thesis answers a number of important questions. For example,
to what extent was the gendering of these discourses similar to those in the West;
and how did this shape dominant meanings attached to certain food practices? What

role did gender play in East German psychiatric discourses about anorexia nervosa;

>2 Rachel Alsop, A Reversal of Fortunes? Women, Work and Change in East Germany (New York and
Oxford: Berghahn, 2000), 39.

>> The role of women’s lack of self-confidence as an explanatory factor for their under-representation
in management and senior positions was highlighted in East German studies conducted in the 1980s.
See Fulbrook, People’s State, 163; and Alsop, Reversal of Fortunes, 68.

> For analyses of East German media images of men and women, see Ina Merkel, ...Und Du, Frau an
der Werkbank: Die DDR in den 50er Jahren (Berlin: Elefanten Press, 1990); Donna Harsch, Women, the
Family and Communism in the German Democratic Republic (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2007); Gunilla-Friederike Budde, “Heldinnen der Arbeit: Offentliche Fremd- und Selbstdarstellungen
von Arbeiterinnen in der DDR der 50er und 60er Jahre”, in Peter Hibner and Klaus Tenfelde (eds),
Arbeiter in der SBZ — DDR (Essen: Klartext Verlag, 1999), 849-866; Irene Délling, Der Mensch und sein
Weib: Frauen- und Mdnnerbilder. Geschichtliche Urspriinge und Perspektiven (Berlin: Dietz Verlag,
1991); and Irene Délling, “Continuity and Change in the Media Image of Women: A Look at
Illustrations in GDR Periodicals”, in Margy Gerber (ed.), Studies in GDR Culture and Society 9: Slected
Papers from the Fourteenth New Hampshire Symposium on the German Democratic Republic
(Lanham: University Press of America, 1989), 131-143. The sexual discrimination and harassment
faced by East German women in the workplace is highlighted by Andrew Port in his study of the town
of Saalfeld. See Andrew I. Port, Conflict and Stability in the German Democratic Republic (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2007), particularly 206-214.
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and how far can an analysis of the gendering of discourses about food, health and
the body help to explain the existence of self-starving behaviour in the GDR? The
ways in which the concept of gender is deployed in memory narratives about
experiences of self-starvation is also analysed. In this way, the thesis contributes to
scholarship on how gender operated in the GDR to maintain patriarchal structures

and to construct experiences and subjectivities.

Another important way in which this thesis contributes to scholarship on the GDR is
by analysing the ways in which developments in discourses and practices focusing on
maintaining or altering the size and shape of the body were part of a process of
increasing individualism. It has been argued elsewhere that such a process,
manifesting itself in a preoccupation with individual identity and the pursuit of
private goals for personal happiness, emerged in virtually every area of East German
society in the 1970s and 1980s. Many analyses of this process focus on the
withdrawal into the private sphere and on the purchasing of consumer goods.>
Some studies have also considered the role of the body in this process. It has been
argued that, during the 1970s and 1980s, the bodily iconography of the GDR shifted
from centring on work/production towards pleasure/consumption.>® Evidence for
this often focuses on changing attitudes towards sex. For example, in the 1970s East
German sex manuals began to emphasise that the main purpose of sex was
“pleasure and delight”; and the 1980s witnessed the advent of striptease shows and
soft porn on late night television.”’ The current study assesses how far a shift
towards understanding the body as a site of pleasure/consumption and as the locus
of individual identity can be seen in other areas of life in the GDR, such as in cultures

IH

of dieting. It explores the extent to which such a shift was produced by “officia

> See, for example, Mary Fulbrook, People’s State, particularly chapters one and three; and Paul

Betts, Within Walls: Private Life in the German Democratic Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2010).

*® See Josie McLellan, “State Socialist Bodies: East German Nudism from Ban to Boom”, Journal of
Modern History, 79, 2007, 48-79. She argues that this shift in bodily iconography was part of a wider
change in SED rhetoric and policies away from ideology and self-denial and towards consumerism and
leisure.

>’ See Dagmar Herzog, Sex after Fascism: Memory and Morality in Twentieth-Century Germany
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), chapter 5. See also Josie McLellan, Love in the Time of
Communism: Intimacy and Sexuality in the GDR (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011),
chapter 7.
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discourses about health, as well as by western influences. It also considers how far
such a shift can be seen as being implicated in the apparent rise in self-starving

behaviour in the GDR in these decades.

IV. Methodology and Sources

At the heart of this thesis is an exploration of the cultural discourses and social
practices relating to food, health and the body. It argues that key developments in
these discourses and practices occurred in the 1970s and 1980s. However, it also
argues that these developments cannot be adequately understood without analysing
them in relation to wider political, economic and social changes throughout the
whole period of the GDR’s existence. For this reason, the thesis covers the period
from the GDR’s foundation in 1949 to its collapse in 1990. During this time, the GDR
not only transitioned from a period of famine to one characterised by concerns
about “excessive” consumption but there were also significant changes in the social
position of women and a gradual process of increasing individualism. The East
German discipline of psychiatry also underwent considerable changes during this
period, which had a significant impact on psychiatric approaches to anorexia
nervosa.

I”

In order to analyse the ways in which “official” discourses about food, health and the
body were shaped by the interests and concerns of politicians and scientists, the
thesis draws on material from two archives: the archive of the German Institute for
Nutrition Research (Deutsches Institut fiir Erndhrungsforschung) in Potsdam-
Rehbriicke, and the Federal Archive (Bundesarchiv) in Berlin. The files in the archive
of the German Institute for Nutrition Research provide invaluable insight into the
role of East German nutritional scientists in shaping these discourses. Between 1949
and 1990, this institute, then known as the Central Institute for Nutrition
(Zentralinstitut fiir Erndhrung), was the GDR’s leading research institute into
nutritional matters. Its scientists played a key role in informing East German policies

and propaganda relating to food, health and the body. However, ultimate

responsibility for formulating policies and over-seeing health propaganda lay with
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the Ministry for Health (Ministerium fiir Gesundheitswesen). For this reason, the
Ministry of Health’s files relating to nutrition (Erndhrung), healthy living (gesunde
Lebensweise) and health education (Gesundheitserziehung) were consulted. These
files are collected in the Foundation Archive of the Parties and Mass Organisations
(Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen/SAPMOQO), housed in the

Federal Archive.

Other files consulted in the Federal Archive were those of the Institute for Market
Research (Institut fiir Marktforschung) and the Central Institute for Youth Research
(Zentralinstitut fiir Jugendforschung). These files related to East German eating
habits and dieting behaviours. Much of the material in these files was based on
research using popular surveys. It therefore provides a good deal of insight into East
German cultures of eating and dieting from a popular perspective. However, as with
all evidence of this nature, caution needs to be exercised. For example, it must be
acknowledged that when answering survey questions, people are often inclined to
provide what they consider to be the “correct” answer, rather than the answer
which most closely accords with their beliefs and experiences. This tendency may be
particularly pronounced in a dictatorship, such as the GDR. For this reason, these
sources, and all other archival sources which have been produced with certain
interests in mind, are not taken at face-value but are considered critically in light of

other sources of evidence.

In order to assess the ways in which East German health propaganda invested
certain eating practices and body types with particular meanings, the archival
material of the German Hygiene Museum (Deutsches Hygiene-Museum) was
consulted. This material is collected in two sites in Dresden — in the museum itself
and in the Saxon Central State Archive (Sdchsisches Hauptstaatsarchiv). These
archives are a rich repository of many of the posters, educational pamphlets and
short films which were produced by the German Hygiene Museum from the 1950s

onwards to educate East Germans about “healthy lifestyles”.
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East German popular magazines and newspapers have also been important sources
for assessing the propagation of state-sponsored ideas about food, health and the
body. Not only did these publications feature material produced by the German
Hygiene Museum, but they contained numerous articles about healthy eating and
dieting. Furthermore, the images they used contained culturally coded messages
about different types of bodies. An analysis of these articles and images allows for an
exploration not only of how state-sponsored ideas were propagated but also of how
discourses and representations of food, health and the body were gendered. Letters
from the general public, which were published in these magazines and newspapers,
also provide insight into some of the ways in which these discourses and

representations were received and negotiated.

In order to analyse the ways in which discourses and representations in magazines
changed between 1949 and 1990, issues of four publications from this period were
methodically consulted. Two of these publications were women’s magazines: Die
Frau von heute and Fiir Dich.”® For each year between 1949 and 1990, the January,
April, June and October issues were studied for articles relating to eating, dieting and
body image. These months were chosen on the assumption that dieting and fashion
articles tend to follow the seasons and significant holidays. For example, dieting
articles often appear in January to help readers shift the weight gained by the
“excesses” of Christmas; and fashion articles about how to look good in swimwear

start to appear at the beginning of summer.

As well as the two publications aimed at women, the magazines Das Magazin and
Deine Gesundheit were also consulted. With its combination of short-stories,
readers’ letters and cooking recipes, Das Magazin was an entertainment magazine

aimed at both men and women. However, its racy front covers and photographs of

**The magazine Die Frau von heute was a weekly women’s magazine first published in the Soviet zone
of occupation in 1946. In 1962, Die Frau von heute was replaced by a new weekly women’s magazine,
Fiir Dich. See Marth Worsching, “Fur Dich and the Wende: Women’s Weekly between Plan and
Market”, in Elizabeth Boa and Janet Wharton (eds), Women and the Wende: Social Effects and
Cultural Reflections of the German Unification Process (Amsterdam and Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 1994),
139-154.
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naked women made it particularly popular with East German men.>® As with the two
women’s magazines, the January, April, June and October issues of Das Magazin
were consulted.?® The popular health magazine Deine Gesundheit was also aimed at
men and women. Again, the January, April, June and October issues were consulted.
Furthermore, the contents pages of all issues between the years 1968 and 1987 were

studied to see if there were any articles on anorexia nervosa.®

Along with the aforementioned magazines, newspaper articles have also provided
insights into discourses and representations related to food, health and the body.
Some of these newspaper articles were archived in the files in the German Institute
for Nutrition and in the SAPMO files. However, by far the richest source of relevant
newspaper articles was the archive of the Berliner Zeitung. Here, articles taken from
a range of national and regional East German newspapers were filed according to
topic. The most relevant were those filed under the headings “nutritional matters”
(Erndhrungsfragen), “nutritional science” (Erndhrungswissenschaft) and “obesity”
(Fettsucht). These articles were particularly useful for analysing how popular
discourses and representations relating to eating disorders, including anorexia
nervosa, changed in the immediate years following the fall of the Berlin Wall and re-

unification.

The most effective way to analyse developments in approaches to anorexia nervosa
within the East German discipline of psychiatry between 1949 and 1990 was to
locate and consult East German articles on the topic. To do this, the index pages of
three East German medical journals were studied for the terms “anorexia nervosa”,
“Pubertdtsmagersucht” and “Magersucht”. The three medical journals which were

consulted were: Das Deutsche Gesundheitswesen; Zeitschrift fiir Klinische Medizin;

>% See Evemarie Badstlibner, “‘Zeig’, wie das Leben lacht und liebt’ Die Unterhaltungszeitschrift Das
Magazin und ihre Leser zwischen 1954 und 1970”, in Evemarie Badstiibner (ed.), Befremdlich anders:
Leben in der DDR (Berlin: Karl Dietz Verlag, 2004), 432-470.

% These issues were consulted from 1954, the first year of publication, to 1990.

o1 Although the magazine Deine Gesundheit was first published in 1955, the State Library
(Staatsbibliothek) in Berlin only holds issues from 1968. It was also impossible to consult issues from
1988, 1989 and 1990 because they had been sent for repair.



34

and Psychiatrie, Neurologie und medizinische Psychologie.®> The articles in these
journals proved useful for analysing “official” discourses about anorexia nervosa.
However, it must be borne in mind that the authors of these texts knew that their
publications must not challenge the socialist dogma upon which the discipline of East

German psychiatry was founded.

In order to gain a different perspective of psychiatric approaches to anorexia nervosa
in the GDR, interviews were conducted with two former East German psychiatrists
who had treated patients diagnosed with anorexia nervosa in the Charité Hospital in
East Berlin. One of these interviewees was Professor Klaus-Jirgen Neumarker who,
as Chair of Paediatric Neuropsychiatry (Kinderneuropsychiatrie) at the Charité
between 1981 and 1987, and director of the Charité’s Clinic for Neurology and
Psychiatry (Klinik fiir Neurologie und Psychiatrie) between 1987 and 1990, had
treated anorexic children and adolescents. The other was Professor Gisela Ehle, a
psychiatrist who, from the late 1970s, had treated adults with anorexia nervosa. The
purpose of both of the interviews was to elicit these psychiatrists’ views and
memories of the existence and treatment of the “disorder” in the GDR. By
illuminating the different approaches which had existed in the discipline of
psychiatry, and by highlighting the extent to which western theories and practices
had influenced these approaches in the 1970s and 1980s, these interviews deepen

the thesis’ analysis of East German psychiatric discourses about anorexia nervosa.®

Oral history interviews were also conducted with eleven former GDR citizens who
had self-starved in the period 1949 to 1990. The main purpose of these interviews
was to gain insight into subjective experiences of anorexia nervosa in the GDR.

However, they also provide useful material about East German cultures of eating and

®2 Until 1985, Das Deutsche Gesundheitswesen was the name of the journal of the GDR’s Society for
Clinical Medicine (Organ der Gesellschaft fiir Klinische Medizin der DDR). In 1985 the journal was
renamed Zeitschrift fiir Klinische Medizin. The journal Psychiatrie, Neurologie und medizinische
Psychologie was the official publication of the GDR’s Society for Psychiatry and Neurology and the
Society for Medical Psychotherapy (Organ der Gesellschaft fiir Psychiatrie und Neurologie und der
Gesellschaft fiir drztliche Psychotherapie der DDR).

% Due to shortages of time and funds, the interviews conducted for this thesis were not transcribed in
their totality. Instead, detailed notes were made from the recordings. Only those sections of the
interviews which appear in the thesis were transcribed.
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dieting. A detailed account of how this group of interviewees was identified and how
the interviews were conducted, as well as their uses and limitations, is given in

chapter six.

A further three interviews were conducted with former East German citizens who
had no personal link with self-starvation but who were keen to discuss issues to do
with food, health and bodies in the GDR. These interviews took place as a result of
the interviewees responding to an article about my project in the newspaper Berliner
Zeitung in August 2010 (see appendix). The material gathered from them is used to
illustrate that experiences and memories of food, eating and the body in the GDR are
highly varied and often conflict with archival sources. This serves as a reminder of
the contested nature of claims to historical truth and of the dangers of constructing
“master narratives”. These points are also driven home at the beginning of chapter
six which discusses letters written to me by two former East German citizens who
wanted to express their opinions about the topic of self-starvation in the GDR. These
letters are used to explore how perceptions of the past are influenced not only by

experiences and discourses rooted in the past but also by those of the present.

As a further means of gaining insight into subjective experiences and perceptions of
issues relating to food, health and the body, a questionnaire was conducted with
former East German citizens.** Respondents to this questionnaire numbered two
hundred in total: one hundred in Dresden and one hundred in Leipzig. It is important
to note that the questionnaire has two significant limitations as a source. First, due
to the random sampling procedure in which people were approached in public
spaces in two large former East German cities, the sample cannot be held as
representative of the GDR population as a whole. Second, the sample sizes are too
small to be statistically significant. Therefore, in light of these limitations, the results
of the questionnaire can only be considered to be suggestive of trends which are

hinted at in other sources.

A copy of this questionnaire can be found in the appendix.
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Together, the sources upon which this thesis draws enable an analysis of material
conditions, cultural discourses and social practices, as well as an analysis of
subjective experiences and perceptions. While there is a rich array of sources which
provide insight into conditions, discourses and practices, finding sources which
illuminate subjective experiences and perceptions has been more difficult. It had
been hoped at the beginning of the project that it would be possible to locate diaries
and/or personal letters, which contained significant details about eating, dieting and
self-starvation in the period 1949 to 1990. Unfortunately, this has not been possible.
For this reason, much of the evidence relating to subjective experiences and
perceptions has been gained through oral history interviews and questionnaires.
Although both of these types of sources provide rich and interesting material, it must
always be borne in mind that they reflect not only experiences and perceptions of

the past but also of the present.

V. Conclusion

It should be clear that this thesis does not aim to uncover the causes of anorexia
nervosa. Rather, it is interested in analysing how the “disorder” was discursively
constructed and experienced in the GDR, and the role of material conditions, cultural
discourses and social practices in these constructions and experiences. Throughout,
the thesis not only challenges dominant western-centric understandings of anorexia
nervosa, it also contests the argument that socio-cultural factors, such as sexism and
dieting behaviour were largely unimportant in the East German context. Instead of
writing off factors such as these as insignificant, the thesis analyses the ways in
which they operated in the GDR and considers how they were related to self-starving
behaviour. Furthermore, by exploring the socio-cultural meanings invested in
different consumption practices and body types, and the ways in which East
Germans negotiated them in order to construct their own subject positions and
make sense of their experiences, the thesis provides an analysis not only of anorexia
nervosa but also of the inter-connectedness of body, self and society in the GDR

between 1949 and 1990.
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Chapter 2

Food and Cultures of Eating

In her historical study of anorexia nervosa, Joan Jacobs Brumberg states that, in
America since the 1960s, the “imperatives of an expanding capitalist society have
generated extraordinary technological and marketing innovations, which in turn
have transformed food itself, expanded our repertoire of foods, and affected the

ways in which we consume them.”*

These transformations, she argues, have played
a key role in the rise of anorexia nervosa in America during the second half of the
twentieth century. Thus, at the heart of her argument are the economic imperatives
of advanced capitalism. She and others point to the ways in which the abundance,
diversity and marketing of food products in capitalist societies impact on the
relationship between food and self. This relationship is also affected, it is argued, by

the gender norms of capitalist societies which link women with food provisioning,

and by the centrality of food consumption within individual families.

These arguments raise important questions about food and cultures of eating in East
Germany. First, how abundant and diverse was food in the “shortage economy” of
the GDR? Second, how did the absence of capitalist industries affect the marketing
of food products? Third, how did gender norms operate in relation to food and
eating? Fourth, how central was food consumption to family life? Fifth, and most
importantly, what relationships can be discerned between food and the self in the

GDR and to what extent did they change over time?

By exploring these questions, this chapter illuminates the ways in which food and
cultures of eating in the GDR differed from in western, capitalist nations. In so doing,
it challenges the western-bias of dominant socio-cultural approaches to anorexia
nervosa. However, at the same time, it also investigates the extent to which East
German cultures of eating were characterised and informed by practices and

discourses similar to those in the West. In this way, it analyses the extent to which

! Joan Jacobs Brumberg, Fasting Girls: The History of Anorexia Nervosa (New York: Vintage Books,
1988), 256.
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western-centric arguments regarding the role of socio-cultural factors resonate

within the East German context.

I. Queues, Shortages and Plenty

One of the key arguments of most socio-cultural approaches to anorexia nervosa,
including Brumberg’s, is that it occurs in affluent societies in which food is plentiful
and in which eating involves individual choice from a wide variety of products. It is
argued that only under such conditions does food act as an analogue of the self, used
to make statements about personal identity, status and political values. In this
context, typical of western consumer societies in the second half of the twentieth
century, food becomes another commodity through which to define oneself. Thus,
according to Brumberg, “in a society where consumption and identity are pervasively
linked, she [the anorectic] makes nonconsumption the perverse centrepiece of her

identity.”?

While this argument might have certain purchase in the context of
western capitalism from the 1960s onwards, it remains to be seen how useful it is for

explaining the existence of anorexia nervosa in East Germany.

Founded on the principles of socialism, the GDR was never a consumer society in the
western sense. When the state was first established in 1949, the effects of the
severe food shortages which had followed the collapse of the Third Reich in May
1945 were still very much in evidence. For most of the Second World War, “Aryan”
Germans on the home front had faced restricted food supplies but had been spared
the severe shortages which had been endured by many people across Europe. The
maintenance of supplies had been achieved through a combination of rationing;
close state supervision of agriculture; imports from occupied Europe; and the

systematic starvation of certain groups of people.? It had only been in the final weeks

2 See, for example, Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 267.

* As Marion Kaplan points out, the caloric intake of German Jews plummeted as soon as rationing was
introduced. Not only did they receive fewer rations than “Aryan” Germans, there were restrictions
about where and when they could shop. Rationing became increasingly stringent for German Jews. By
1940 they were denied legumes, most fruit and meat. See Marion A. Kaplan, Between Dignity and
Despair: Jewish Life in Nazi Germany (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 151. In
occupied Europe, German policy was to starve the Jewish population. This is demonstrated by the
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of the war that the system of food production and distribution had completely

broken down, leading to widespread hunger across Germany.

The acute phase of the post-war food crisis had lasted until 1948. During this time,
food rationing in the Soviet zone of occupation had been so stringent that Germans
had been forced to find other ways of acquiring food, in order to supplement their
meagre rations. This had led to widespread theft from workplaces; trading on the
thriving black market; planting crops in municipal parks; and “hamstering” trips to
the countryside to forage for food or trade with farmers. Many Germans had
resorted to eating things they would not normally have eaten. These included potato
peelings and wild plants, such as nettles and dandelion leaves. Not only was this
experienced as degrading and demoralising but it could also be dangerous, as shown

by the massive rise in deaths from eating poisonous mushrooms.”

It was not until 1950 that absolute food shortages were overcome.’ However,
despite the end of the hunger period in terms of quantity of produce, supplies of
certain types of food remained inconsistent. For example, by the autumn of 1952,
butter, vegetables, meat, sugar and bread were in particularly short supply in towns
and cities.® This was partly the result of a bad harvest, the consequences of which
had been intensified due to the beginnings of forced collectivisation, which had led

many farmers to flee to the West.’

special instructions issued on 4 November 1941 for the feeding of the civilian population of the
Occupied Eastern Territories. These instructions stated that Jews were to receive half of the weekly
maximum prescribed for the rest of the civilian population. See Lucy S. Dawidowicz, The War Against
the Jews (London: Penguin, 1987), 261.

* In Berlin in the autumn of 1946, the death rate from having consumed poisonous mushrooms was
forty six times higher than it had been in 1938 and 1939. See Andreas Dinter, Berlin in Triimmern:
Erndhrungslage und medizinische Versorgung der Bevélkerung Berlins nach dem Il. Weltkrieg (Berlin:
Verlag Frank Wiinsche, 1999), 80-81.

> Hiibner argues that in terms of food quantity the hunger period was over by 1950. However, in
terms of the quality of nutrition, malnutrition (Mangelerndhrung) continued. See Peter Hibner,
Konsens, Konflikt und Kompromi8: Soziale Arbeiterinteressen und Sozialpolitik in der SBZ/DDR 1945-
1970 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1995), 133.

® Donna Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic: Women, The Family, and Communism in the German
Democratic Republic (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2007), 64.

"The process of forced collectivisation began in 1952. As a result of this campaign, approximately
forty per cent of the GDR’s wealthier farmers had fled to the West by April 1953, leaving over 500,000
hectares of farmland lying fallow. See Jeffrey Kopstein, The Politics of Economic Decline in East
Germany, 1945-1989 (Chapel Hill and London: The University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 35. A
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Unlike in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), which had abolished food rationing
in 1950, in the GDR it continued until 1958. However, even after the abolition of
rationing, periodic shortages of certain types of foods continued to plague the GDR
for the rest of its lifespan. For example, another bad harvest and further
consequences of collectivisation led to shortages of potatoes, eggs, meat and milk
products in the autumn of 1961.% In the years that followed, other periodic shortages
occurred, such as the potato shortage of 1969 to 1970, and the coffee shortage of
the late 1970s and early 1980s. Other foods, such as tropical fruits, were in

permanent short supply.

Not only were there endemic shortages of certain foodstuffs throughout the period
of the GDR’s existence, but, in comparison to the situation in the West, there was
also a lack of diversity in the range of products available for purchase.9 This situation
was the result of three key factors. First, the GDR did not have the economic
resources to import western products, such as tropical fruits, in large quantities.
Second, underdeveloped technological facilities, such as deep-freeze storage
facilities and transportation vehicles for frozen foods, acted as an obstacle to the
development and successful marketing of new products, such as a wide range of
convenience foods.’® Third, the operations of the command economy and the
absence of competitive capitalist industries acted as a brake on innovation. Thus,

according to an East German report from 1983, in the GDR there were “relatively few

second, more comprehensive forced collectivisation campaign began in the wake of the Fifth Party
Congress of the SED in 1958. This campaign, which lasted from 1959 to 1961, led to a sharp decline in
agricultural production. For more on land reform and collectivisation see Arnd Bauerkamper, “Die
Neubauern in der SBZ/DDR 1945-1952: Bodenreform und politisch induzierter Wandel der landlichen
Gesellschaft”, in Richard Bessel and Ralph Jessen (eds), Die Grenzen der Diktatur: Staat und
Gesellschaft in der DDR (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1996), 108-136; and Jonathan
Osmond, “Kontinuitat und Konflikt in der Landwirtschaft der SBZ/DDR zur Zeit der Bodenreform und
der Vergenossenschaftlichung, 1945-1961”, Bessel and Jessen (eds), Die Grenzen der Diktatur, 137-
169.

8 Hlbner, Konsens, Konflikt und Kompromi68, 163.

® Ina Merkel reminds us that the classification of the GDR as a “shortage economy” takes a western
perspective in which there is an “overabundance” of produce. See Ina Merkel, Utopie und Bediirfnis:
Die Geschichte der Konsumkultur in der DDR (K6In: Bohlau Verlag, 1999), 11-12.

" This is exemplified by the attempts to develop and market frozen fish products in the GDR. See
Burghard Ciesla, “Eine sich selbst versorgende Konsumgesellschaft? Industrieller Fischfang,
Fischverarbeitung und Fischwarenkonsum in der DDR”, in Thomas Lindenburger (ed.), Herrschaft und
Eigen-Sinn in der Diktatur (Cologne, Weimar and Vienna: Bohlau Verlag, 1999), 205-233.
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significant new developments in the area of food products (Lebensmittelgebiet)...It is
estimated that in the FRG there are five times as many new developments in food

products compared to in the GDR.”**

These factors meant that, unlike in the West, shoppers were not faced with a vast
array of products and brands from which to choose. Indeed, shopping was often an
exhausting and time-consuming task, which involved traipsing from one store to the
next in search of elusive goods. It also involved opportunism and patience, as long
queues would form in front of shops which were rumoured to be getting a stock of
foodstuffs usually in short supply. In the 1980s, the problem of product diversity
worsened. Due to the regime’s economic difficulties, East German stores began to
stock fewer varieties of some products than they had in the 1970s. For example, by
1982 there were fewer different sorts of milk and cheese products in East German
stores than there had been in the previous decade.™ Surveys from the 1980s reveal

that large numbers of East Germans were dissatisfied with this situation.™

Inconsistencies in supplies and a lack of product diversity had a negative impact not
only on shopping and thus on eating within the private sphere, but also on the
experience of eating within the public sphere. This can be seen in the GDR’s
extensive system of school and workplace canteens, where menus often lacked
variety due to cooks being forced to prepare meals with ingredients which were in
over-abundance because of the misfiring of the command economy. The situation
was worsened by the limited availability of fresh fruit and vegetables, and of meat
other than pork and chicken. The quality of canteen meals also suffered from
inadequate kitchen facilities, under-trained staff and a lack of transportation vehicles

equipped to keep pre-prepared meals warm.’* East German restaurants also

u SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/11518: Information zur Mitwirkung an der Sortimentskonzeption Lebensmittel,
1983, 9.

2 SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/11518: Zuarbeit zu 2. Beratung Uber die Erndhrungsstrategie des
Gesundheitswesens in den 80er Jahren (undated), 3.

3 See Hans-Joachim Zunft, Manfred Mohr and Gottfried Ulbricht, “Zur Erndhrungssituation in der DDR
zwischen 1980 und 1990 — eine Materialsammlung”, Erndhrungsforschung, 41, 1996, 69-222, 127.

1 SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/11518: Beitrag des staatlichen Gesundheitswesens zur Sicherung einer
optimalen Versorgung der Bevolkerung mit Lebensmitteln und zur Gestaltung einer
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suffered from supply problems and inadequate facilities. This resulted in long
qgueues, poor service and a frequent mismatch between what was listed on the
menu and what was actually available. Furthermore, it limited the expansion and

differentiation of East German restaurant culture.”

The overall effect of inconsistencies in food supplies and lack of product diversity
was to limit consumer choice. However, it must be acknowledged that “access” to
consumer choice was variable and dependent upon wealth, access to hard currency
and political status. This can be seen most clearly in the arenas of shopping and
restaurant dining. Throughout the history of the GDR, privileged access to consumer
goods, including foodstuffs, could be bought at a price. In the years of Soviet
occupation and in the early years of the GDR’s existence, this had been evident in
the thriving black market and in the HO stores.'® Later, hierarchical patterns of
consumption became crystallised in the system of Intershops and Delikat and
Exquisit stores, in which western products could be bought at high prices or for hard
currency, such as US dollars and West German marks.'” These hierarchies of

consumption and choice became even more pronounced in the 1980s, when those

gesundheitsférdernden Erndhrung, 30.7.1982, 3-4; and Zunft, Méhr and Ulbricht, “Zur
Erndhrungssituation in der DDR”, 128.

' See Ciesla, “Eine sich selbst versorgende Konsumgesellschaft?”.

'® When they were established in 1948, the HO stores sold goods and foodstuffs, such as stockings,
candied fruits, chocolate and coffee, which were difficult (and often illegal) to obtain elsewhere. The
prices of these goods were high but were deliberately kept below the prices demanded by black
marketeers in an effort to eliminate illegal trading. In subsequent months and years, the prices of HO
goods were dramatically reduced. See Katherine Pence, “Building Socialist Worker-Consumers: The
Paradoxical Construction of the Handelsorganisation — HO, 1948”, in Peter Hiibner and Klaus Tenfelde
(eds), Arbeiter in der SBZ-DDR (Essen: Klartext, 1999), 497-526. See also Ina Merkel, Utopie und
Bedlirfnis: Die Geschichte der Konsumkultur in der DDR (KoIn: Béhlau Verlag, 1999), 248-251.

v Intershops sold western or western-quality goods for hard-currency. The first shop was opened in
1955 and the chain was expanded in the 1960s. Until 1974, East Germans were forbidden from
shopping in Intershops. In contrast to the Intershops, the target market of Exquist and Delikat stores
was East German workers. Therefore, customers in these stores used East German marks to purchase
products. However, prices were higher than in other East German stores, such as the HO stores.
Selling leather goods and clothes, the first Exquisit stores opened in 1962. Delikat stores, established
in 1966, sold a variety of foodstuffs, including West German products such as Jakobs Krénung coffee
and Nutella chocolate spread. Prices for these products paralleled West German prices. See Jonathan
R. Zatlin, “Consuming Ideology: Socialist Consumerism and the Intershops, 1970-1989”, in Hliibner and
Tenfelde (eds), Arbeiter in der SBZ-DDR, 555-572.
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on lower incomes were not able to counteract the reduced offerings in regular shops

with trips to the luxury stores.®

Similarly, the GDR’s restaurants were divided into categories according to the price
of their menus. Those in the highest category were much better stocked than lower
category restaurants but were reserved for foreign visitors and East German citizens
who either had access to hard currency or who were prominent members of the
ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED). Another way in which restaurant dining appears to
have been fractured along social lines is that the habit of dining out in restaurants
seems to have been more common among white-collar workers (Angestellte) than
among blue-collar workers (Arbeiter). This is suggested by a study carried out by the

Institute of Market Research between 1972 and 1980 (see figures 1 and 2).”

Total % of % of blue- % of white-
households collar worker collar worker
households households
1972 8.6 9.4 10.9
1976 8.0 9.1 13.5
1980 8.1 8.8 14.1

Figure 1: Percentage of households from which one or more family members had
eaten a main meal in a restaurant in the previous working week (Monday to Friday)

Total % of % of blue- % of white-
households collar worker collar worker
households households
1972 13.7 12.9 20.4
1976 14.1 13.6 21.9
1980 13.4 13.8 23.2

Figure 2: Percentage of households from which one or more family members had

eaten a weekend lunch in a restaurant in the previous four weeks.

18 Merkel, Utopie und Bediirfnis, 274.
¥ SAPMO-BArch, DL102/1454: Informationen aus Wiederholungsbefragungen. Teil lll. Spezifische
Verbrauchsprobleme auf dem Gebiet der Erndahrung. Zusammenstellung von Informationen aus den

Jahren 1970-1980. Institut fur Marktforschung, 1981.
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The endemic shortages and lack of product diversity raise serious questions about
how far food readily lent itself to being considered an analogue of the self in the East
German context. Certainly, it was not able to operate as such in the same ways as it
is presumed to have done in the West. It was arguably much more difficult in the
GDR to define oneself through what one ate, simply because the choice of what was
available to eat was so much more limited. Although some East Germans had greater
access to choice than others, meaning that food did have the capacity to act as a
conveyer of status (for example, being able to offer guests western products), in
comparison to the West, product diversity and the ease with which different types of
foodstuffs could be bought was severely limited for all GDR citizens. Furthermore,
the absence of profit-seeking capitalist industries meant that East Germans were not
faced on a daily basis with powerful incitements, in the form of advertisements, to
define themselves through their consumer choices.?® Although domestic advertising
did exist in the GDR, it was much more small-scale than in the West. Furthermore, its
main purpose was not to present consumers with choice and to persuade them to
purchase one product rather than another. Instead, it was used to inform East

III

Germans of new products; to propagate a model of “rational” socialist consumption;
and, increasingly in the 1960s, to regulate the effects of the command economy by
advertising goods that were in plentiful supply. Furthermore, from the mid-1970s,

domestic advertising was all but brought to a halt.”*

The absence of capitalist industries, with vested interests in creating new consumer

“needs” and desires, also meant that messages about consumption and self-denial

20|t must be borne in mind, however, that East Germans did receive these messages from West
German television, which was increasingly viewed in the GDR during the 1970s, particularly after it
was finally permitted by the state in 1972. Nevertheless, the absence of western consumerism within
the GDR undoubtedly limited the impact of these messages.

2 Money for domestic advertising largely dried up in the 1970s. This was primarily due to a
proclamation on the virtues of thrift, which was issued by the Council of Ministers in 1975.
Nevertheless, despite this, domestic advertising continued to be utilised after this time, in order to
educate East Germans about new products which the state wanted to promote. This is evidenced in
advertisements in the mid- to late-1970s for a new range of calorie-reduced products (these products
will be discussed in chapter three). See also Ina Merkel, “Alternative Rationalities, Strange Dreams,
Absurd Utopias: On Socialist Advertising and Market Research”, in Katherine Pence and Paul Betts
(eds), Socialist Modern: East German Everyday Culture and Politics (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 2008), 323-344. See also Simone Tippach-Schneider, Das groBe Lexikon der DDR-Werbung
(Berlin: Schwarzkopf und Schwarzkopf, 2004), 5-9.
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operated very differently in the GDR than in western countries. It is argued in some
socio-cultural approaches to anorexia nervosa that the “disorder” is rooted in the
conflicting cultural messages prevalent in western societies which urge people to
both satisfy their “needs” through consumption and also to show their moral fibre
through self-denial.?? Proponents of this argument point not only to the capitalist
advertising industry, particularly to that which is focused on food, but also to cultural
discourses and representations of the body, which link self-denial with the slender
body, beauty and success. Although the capitalist advertising industry never explicitly
promotes self-denial, many advertisements, such as those for diet products, are

underpinned by an ethos which celebrates it as a virtue.

In the GDR a consumerist ethos had developed since the 1960s. During this decade
there was a shift from the Stalinist emphasis on heavy industry, which had
characterised the East German economy in the 1950s, to a focus on “consumer
socialism”. The emphasis on consumerism gathered pace in the 1970s and in many
ways, came to define the Honecker era. Ironically, this occurred at the same time as
the domestic advertising industry was starved of funds. However, despite the
significance of consumerism to East German economic policy during the final two
decades of the GDR’s existence, it is important to recognise that it differed
fundamentally from “consumer capitalism”. The aim was not to create new
consumer needs, as occurs in capitalism, but to meet existing ones. The emphasis
remained on “rational” socialist consumption. This can be seen particularly clearly in
the arena of food and eating. Not only was there an absence of slick, seductive, well-
funded advertising campaigns encouraging East Germans to satisfy their desires by
indulging in the consumption of the latest range of rich, fattening products but, as

will be discussed in the next chapter, during the 1970s and 1980s there was an

2 See, for example, Susan Bordo, Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1993), 15; Ben Fine, “Towards a Political
Economy of Anorexia?”, Appetite, 24, 1995, 231-242; Walter Vandereycken, “The Sociocultural Roots
of the Fight Against Fatness: Implications for Eating Disorders and Obesity”, Eating Disorders: The
Journal of Treatment and Prevention, 1, 1, 1993, 7-16; and Robert J. Smith, “Eating Disorders and the
Production-Consumption Dialectic”, New Ideas in Psychology, 11, 1, 1993, 95-104. The ways in which
consumerism incorporates contraditictions between “calculating hedonism” and self-discipline has
been explored in relation to the body/self by Bryan Turner. See Bryan S. Turner, The Body and Society
(London: Sage, 2008).
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intensification of East German health propaganda, which, since the late 1950s, had

III

been propagating the “rational” socialist consumption of food, in which East
Germans were expected to shun “excess” and monitor their calorie intake.
Therefore, messages of consumption and self-denial in relation to food were not
absent from the East German context but they operated very differently than in the

capitalist context of western nations.

It is clear, then, that there were fundamental differences between the food economy
in the GDR and those of contemporaneous capitalist nations. East Germany was not
an affluent society in the western sense. Nor was food plentiful in western terms.
However, it would be wrong to give the impression that, from the 1960s at the
latest, it was not plentiful in absolute terms. As in West Germany, the end of
rationing was followed by a “wave of eating” (Fresswelle), in which fatty, high calorie
foods were particularly favoured.” Not only did this start later in the GDR than in the
FRG, but it also lasted longer. For example, by the early 1960s, West Germans were
eating less butter, cheese, pork and beef. However, East German consumption of

these products rose almost continuously into the 1980s.%*

The Fresswelle was aided by state subsidies which fixed the prices of basic foodstuffs,
such as bread, milk and meat, at relatively low prices.?> East Germans were also able
to eat cheaply in their school or workplace canteen, where meals were heavily
subsidised by the state. The average cost of a meal in a school canteen was between

thirty five and fifty five pfennigs. In a workplace setting it was between eighty five

2 See Merkel, Utopie und Bediirfnis, 314-315.

2 Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic, 278-279. See also Michael Wildt, Am Beginn der
“Konsumgesellschaft”: Mangelerfahrungen, Lebenshaltung, Wohlstandshoffnung in Westdeutschland
in den fiinfziger Jahren (Hamburg: Erbebnisse Verlag, 1994), chapter four.

> Between 1958 and 1990, a kilo of butter cost ten marks, a kilo of pork cutlet cost eight marks and a
bread roll cost five pfennig. See Jutta Voigt, Der Geschmack des Ostens: Vom Essen, Trinken und Leben
in der DDR (Berlin: Aufbau Taschenbuch, 2008), 49. According to an East German publication from
1987, in that year the East German state planned to spend over thirty two billion marks to support the
low prices of basic foodstuffs. This amounted to an annual sum of almost two thousand marks per
head of population. See A. Keck, V. Mros, B. Roessler and F. Wegmarshaus, The Socio-Economic Basis
of Health Protection for all citizens of the German Democratic Republic (Berlin: GDR Academy for
Postgraduate Medical Education, 1987), 40.
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pfennigs and one mark twenty.?® Although East Germans often complained about

the quality of these meals, food was not in short supply.

That East Germans felt increasingly secure about having permanent access to a
plentiful supply of food is indicated by evidence that by the 1980s a throw-away
mentality had developed within the population. For example, in 1981 it was
estimated that in the average private household between six and ten per cent of
household groceries were thrown away.27 Furthermore, wastage not only
manifested itself in food being thrown in the bin but also in food, which was meant
for human consumption, being given to household pets.28 Perhaps unsurprisingly,
the development of a throw-away mentality appears to have occurred gradually
from generation to generation, with those who had experienced the post-war famine
taking a less wasteful attitude towards food and other goods than subsequent

generations.29

Such a pattern was certainly suggested by the results of the
questionnaires conducted in Dresden and Leipzig for this study (see figure 3).
However, it must be borne in mind that there could be other explanations for these
results, such as generational perceptions of what is the “correct” answer to a

question about food wastage.

Year of birth % who said they never wasted food in the 1980s
Before 1945 93.59
1945-1955 75.56
1956-1965 73.47
1966-1975 66.67

Figure 3: Percentage of questionnaire respondents who said they had never wasted
food in the 1980s (according to year of birth).*°

2 Zunft, Mohr and Ulbricht, “Zur Erndhrungssituation in der DDR”, 128 & 130.

7 SAPMO-BArch, DL102/1481: Walter Dlouhy, Zielvorstellungen fiir die Entwicklung des Verbrauchs
von Lebensmitteln im Zeitraum bis 1990 und danach. Arbeitsmaterial des Forschungskollektivs
“Ernahrungsstrategie” (Insitut fiir Marktforschung, Forschungskomplex Ernahrung. Auftraggeber:
Ministerium fiir Handel und Versorgung. Termin der Fertigstellung: 15.11.1981).

%® This situation was flagged up in a report in 1983. See SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/11518: Information zur
Mitwirkung an der Sortimentskonzeption Lebensmittel, 1983, 9.

? See Merkel, Utopie und Bediirfnis, 329-330.

%% Based on the results of two hundred guestionnaires conducted in Dresden and Leipzig in 2009 and
2010.
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The development of a throw-away mentality reveals changing attitudes about the
significance and value of food in East German society. For the generations with no
memory of the hunger years or of the serious supply difficulties during the early
period of the GDR’s existence, food was viewed as a much more expendable
commodity than it was by the older generation. However, the generational divide
was far from clear cut. A number of my interviewees spoke about how the hunger
experiences of their parents had directly impacted upon their own attitudes towards
food. For example, Frau L. remembered that her mother (whom she described as a
“war child”) had, due to her wartime experiences, never allowed food to be thrown
away. Frau L. attributed her own abhorrence of food being wasted to the example
set by her mother when she was growing up.>! The idea that parsimonious attitudes
towards food were transmitted to the next generation by those who had
experienced the war was summed up by Frau Sch. who described herself as
belonging to the “eat-it-up generation” (Aufessergeneration). Like Frau L., she stated
that still today she feels compelled to finish everything on her plate, even when she

is not enjoying it. >

Despite evidence of the inter-generational transmission of sparing attitudes towards
food, it seems that by the 1980s many East Germans, particularly the younger
generation, took a much more relaxed attitude towards wasting it. Other changes in
attitudes towards food and cultures of eating were also visible by this decade. For
example, according to Professor Helmut Haenel, director of the Central Institute for
Nutrition, by the late 1980s there had been a rise in “kiosk culture”. Whereas in the
past, East Germans had used fast-food street kiosks for an impulse snack in between
meals, they were now increasingly eating one of their main meals here, rather than
eating at home or in their school or work canteen. This was particularly true of young
people. Haenel attributed this phenomenon to social changes, such as the flattening
out of hierarchies within families, the reduction of authoritarian parenting, the

increased numbers of working women and the increased spending power of East

3! |nterview conducted in Berlin on 30" August 2010.
32 |nterview conducted in Berlin on 2™ September 2010.
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German youth.® It is likely that such a trend was also the result of the expansion and
diversification of fast-food kiosks during the 1970s and 1980s. Whereas in the first
decades of the GDR’s existence, such establishments had mostly sold boiled and
grilled sausages, from the 1970s they also offered the newly invented East German

answers to the hotdog (Kettwurst), the hamburger (Grilletta) and the pizza (Krusta).

These developments suggest that, to some extent, the GDR was participating in
international trends in which increasing access to “fast-food” was leading to a
“desocialisation” of eating practices. In the western context, fast-food culture was
linked not only to the rise of fast-food restaurants but also to the development of
convenience foods, which was fuelled by technological innovations, such as the
microwave oven. These trends have been linked in some studies to the rise of eating
disorders. For example, Brumberg argues that, in American society (and by
implication in other societies with similar food cultures), the rise of “fast food” has
played an important role in a “desocialised” culture of eating, in which “more and
more food is being consumed away from the family table or any other fixed center of
sociability”. This, she argues, was particularly visible on college campuses where,
since the early 1970s, “most undergraduate students were no longer required to
take any sit-down meals at fixed times in college dormitories.” Together, these
trends had created “a setting where eating is so promiscuous, it is no wonder that
food habits become problematic”. This is not to say, however, that these
developments caused disordered eating. Rather, according to Brumberg, it provided

“fertile ground for those who carry the seeds of disorder with them from home.”**

In some ways it might be tempting to apply these arguments to the GDR in the
1980s. Not only was there an increase in fast-food culture but there is evidence that
a declining number of East German students ate in university canteens.’®> However,

despite these trends, it must be recognised that fast-food culture in the East German

33 “Die Heimatlose Kiiche”, Sonntag, 14.2.1988, 7.

3 Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 258-260.

B A report published in 1987 claimed that the numbers of students regularly eating lunch in the
Mensa (university canteen) had fallen significantly from 73% in 1969 to 60% in 1979. See SAPMO-
BArch, DC4/738a: Gesundheit und Gesundheitsverhalten von Hochschuldirektstudenten: Ergebnisse
SIL (1982-1986), Zentral Institut fiir Jugendforschung, Dezember 1987, 27.
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context was very different from in western nations, which since the 1970s had
witnessed the rapid spread of corporate fast-food chains, such as McDonalds; and
innovations, such as the “drive-thru” and home deliveries of hot meals, reflecting the
world’s different cuisines. Contrastingly, in the GDR fast-food culture remained
small-scale and, in comparison to the West, lacked diversity. There were no “drive-
thrus” and East German restaurants did not, as a rule, offer home-delivery services.
Furthermore, the technological shortcomings of the GDR had a negative impact on
the development of “convenience foods”, such as frozen and microwavable
products. Therefore, the rather moralistic argument that eating disorders are
fostered by “promiscuous” eating habits does not have the same purchase in the
East German context that Brumberg argues it has in the context of western
capitalism. In the GDR, cultures of eating remained primarily rooted in the family
home and other “fixed centres of sociability”, such as the school and workplace

canteen.

Il. A Woman'’s Place is in the Factory?

Another key argument in socio-cultural approaches to anorexia nervosa is that self-
starvation is more common among girls and women, than among boys and men,
because of social expectations and lived realities which connect women with food. It
is pointed out that not only are women in western, capitalist nations primarily
responsible for the buying, preparing and cooking of food, but that they are
discursively constructed as being responsible for the nutritional health of others.
Furthermore, there is a social expectation that women will put the food needs of
their family before their own. Whereas “hearty” appetites are expected and
encouraged in boys and men, it is often presumed that girls and women need or
want less sustenance. A discursive link is also commonly drawn, it is argued, between
female sexual desirability and food provisioning. This can be seen particularly starkly
in western advertisements for food products. The aim of the following section is to
analyse the extent to which these purported features of western capitalist societies

were characteristic of life in the GDR.
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Throughout the period 1949 to 1990, a system of communal eating was central to
the SED’s social policy. By establishing canteens in East Germany’s schools and
workplaces, it sought to forge a new collective spirit, whereby through the act of
communal eating East Germans would be bound to one another and to the
paternalistic state. They were also seen as a means of influencing the East German
diet according to the dictates of nutritional scientists. In theory, not only would East
Germans have access to nutritionally balanced meals in their school or workplace but
receiving such a meal would also have a pedagogical effect by teaching East Germans
how to eat “healthily”. In this way, it was believed, communal eating would
strengthen not only the collective spirit of East German children and workers but
also their health and productivity.>® Canteens would therefore aid the East German
economy and the building of socialism. Nutritionists and politicians also believed that
they would serve the East German economy by facilitating the rational use of
foodstuffs. This would help to streamline production and avoid wastage. A final
important ideological and practical reason for the introduction of a comprehensive
system of canteens was related to the “woman question”. The SED was committed
to a policy of sexual equality (Gleichberechtigung) which would enable East German
women to participate fully in the workforce. Canteens were to help women do this
by freeing them from “the humiliation and exploitation associated with kitchen
kn.37

wor This, then, raises the question of how far the canteen system achieved this

aim.

The provisioning of meals in schools and factories had been established by the Soviet
occupying forces in the immediate post-war period and was expanded by the SED

after 1949.%® However, despite the SED’s commitment to the canteen system and

** The idea that communal eating in canteens could be used to promote the health and productivity of
the working classes had first been propagated in Europe in the nineteenth century. See Jakob Tanner,
Fabrikmahlzeit. Ernéhrungswissenschaft, Industriearbeit und Volksernéhrung in der Schweiz 1890-
1950 (Zurich: Chronos, 1999); and Ulrike Thoms, “Industrial Canteens in Germany, 1850-1950”, in
Marc Jacobs and Peter Scholliers (eds), Eating Out in Europe: Picnics, Gourmet Dining and Snacks since
the Late Eighteenth Century (Oxford and New York: Berg, 2003), 351-372.

3 Kurt Drummer and Kithe Muskewitz, Kochkunst aus dem Fernsehstudio: Rezepte, praktische Winke,
literarische Anmerkungen (Leipzig, 1968). Cited in Weinreb, “Matters of Taste: The Politics of Food in
Divided Germany, 1945-1971", Bulletin of the GHI, 48, Spring 2011, 59-82. Quotation from p. 73.

%% For a more detailed account see Alice Weinreb, “Matters of Taste”, Bulletin of the GHI; and Alice
Weinreb, “The Socialist School Lunch: Children, Mothers, and the Meaning of Work in the GDR”, in
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frequent efforts to improve the quality of meals, participation rates remained low in
the early years. For example, according to official East German reports, in 1960 just
21.3% of East German school children ate a school meal.* Similarly, in 1965 the
percentage of East German workers who ate their main warm meal in their
workplace canteen was 22.4%.%° Only in the 1970s and 1980s did these figures rise
significantly, so that by 1985 66% of East German workers ate in a canteen; as did
86% of East German school children by 1988.*' These figures reflect the increasingly
important role played by the system of canteens in East Germany’s cultures of

eating.*?

Despite the importance of the canteen system, eating within the home continued to
be a central part of daily life for the majority of East Germans. Indeed, according to a
report by the East German Institute of Market Research, in 1966 eighty one per cent
of hot meals in the GDR were consumed in individual households. By 1976 this figure
had reduced but only to sixty nine per cent. Although one of the goals of the canteen
system had been to free East German women from the kitchen, it was they who
were primarily responsible for preparing these meals. This reflected a continuation
of traditional gender roles in the spheres of shopping and cooking, which was
highlighted by a number of East German studies. For example, investigations
conducted by the Institute of Market Research in 1978 and 1980, suggested that it
was women who were primarily responsible for food shopping (see figure 4).

Another study, published in 1986, revealed that it was also women who were “solely

Mathias Middell and Felix Wemheuer (eds), Hunger, Nutrition and Rationing under State Socialism,
1917-2006 (Leipzig: University of Leipzig Press, 2010).

* SAPMO-BArch, DL102/740: Die Entwicklung des Bedarfs in den Einrichtungen der
Gemeinschaftsverpflegung bis 1990. Teil Il: Kinder- und Schulspeisung. Institut fir Marktforschung,
Juni 1973, 30.

“ Alice Weinreb, Matters of Taste: The Politics of Food and Hunger in Divided Germany, 1945-1971
(PhD thesis, University of Michigan, 2009), 230.

“ The figures for 1985 are cited in Weinreb, Matters of Taste (PhD thesis), 233. The figures for 1988
are cited in Zunft, Mohr and Ulbricht, “Zur Erndhrungssituation in der DDR”, 130.

* This distinguished the GDR from contemporaneous capitalist countries, where there existed no
extensive system of state-funded workplace canteens. However, some capitalist countries, such as the
USA and France did establish or expand school lunch programmes during the early post-war years.
West Germany, however, cancelled its school lunch programme in 1950. See Weinreb, “Matters of
Taste”, Bulletin of the GHI.
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or primarily responsible for kitchen work”, with 67% of female respondents and 54%

of male respondents agreeing with this statement.*®

1978 (% of 1980 (% of
households) households)
Wife or other female member of 87.7 87.8
the household
Husband or other male member 9.5 9.7
of the household

Figure 4: Sex of person primarily responsible for daily grocery shopping in 1978 and
1980.*

The two hundred questionnaires conducted in Dresden and Leipzig for the present
study also suggest that food shopping and the preparation of meals were primarily
conducted by women. For example, 94% of respondents said that when they had
been children in the GDR, it was their mother who had shopped for food. Only 16%
said their father had done this. Similarly, 95% of respondents said that when they
had been children in the GDR, it was their mother who had cooked meals. Only 6%
said their father had been responsible for this task. As adults in the GDR, 89 % of
female respondents said they had shopped for food, and 93% of female respondents
said they had cooked. The figures for male respondents were 60% and 40%
respectively. The results of the questionnaires also suggest that female children were
more likely to shop for food and to cook than were their male counterparts (see
figure 5). Thus, although East German men were usually not the sole bread-winners
in their families, when it came to the preparation and cooking of meals, pre-war

gender structures within many families remained largely intact.

** SAPMO-BArch, DC4/522: Hauptforschungsbericht zur Studie: Leistung und Lebensweise junger
Frauen in der DDR, Zentral Institut fiir Jugendforschung, April 1986.

* SAPMO-BArch, DL102/1454: Informationen aus Wiederholungsbefragungen. Teil lll. Spezifische
Verbrauchsprobleme auf dem Gebiet der Erndhrung. Zusammenstellung von Informationen aus den
Jahren 1970-1980. Institut fur Marktforschung, 1981.
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% who shopped for food % who cooked
Female respondents 21.1 3.3
Male respondents 16.8 1.3

Figure 5: Percentage of questionnaire respondents who said they shopped for food or
cooked when they were children in the GDR (according to sex).®

The lived reality of women’s responsibility for food provisioning was underpinned by
official East German rhetoric, which, at the same time as proclaiming the need to
free women from “the humiliation and exploitation” of kitchen work, strongly linked
women with the task of shopping and preparing meals. For example, in the 1950s
the East German women’s organisation, the Democratic Women’s Union of Germany
(DFD), heavily promoted the idea that women were expected to maintain the
primary responsibility of shopping for food, clothes and household goods. East
German politicians also promoted this idea by depicting women as “consumer
experts” who had an important role to play in the construction of the GDR’s
economy.*® Furthermore, women were expected to educate themselves about
healthy eating by engaging with the many articles about the topic which, from the
late 1950s, appeared in the East German press, particularly in the women’s
magazines Die Frau von heute and Fiir Dich. By educating themselves in this way, it
was expected that women would be able to prepare “healthy” meals for their
families. Similarly, women were told that they should take a very real interest in the
food that their children were receiving in the school canteen. Nutritionists advised
mothers to agitate for better school lunches if they felt that the ones their children
were receiving did not meet the statutory regulations. Nutritionists also called for
local newspapers to publish school lunch menus “so that mothers have the

747 Another

opportunity to complete the nutrition of their children on a daily basis.
way in which the school lunch system maintained and perpetuated the traditional

link between women and the feeding of children is shown by the recommendation

** Based on results of two hundred questionnaires conducted in Dresden and Leipzig in 2009 and
2010.

*® Katherine Pence, “Labours of consumption: gendered consumers in post-war East and West
German reconstruction”, in Lynn Abrams and Elizabeth Harvey (eds), Gender Relations in German
History: Power, Agency and Experience from the Sixteenth to the Twentieth Century (London: UCL
Press, 1996), 211-238.

7 Alice Weinreb, “The Socialist School Lunch”.
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by education and nutritional experts that the local school boards should “contact at
least one mother knowledgeable about cooking in every district, who will supervise
the preparation of the school meals in the canteen kitchens, and who will follow

7% East German women’s responsibility for the nutritional

through on problems.
health of others was not confined to their immediate family. It also included the
health of any guests they entertained within their homes. For example, an article
published in 1987 admonished “housewives” for putting undue pressure on their
guests to “overeat”. Women were told that it was inappropriate to ask their guests

questions such as, “Do you not like my cooking?”*

It is clear, then, that, as in the West, East German women were discursively linked
with food provisioning and the nutritional health of others. However, this did not
operate in exactly the same ways as in western countries. Again, a key difference
was the absence of a powerful advertising industry. This meant that East Germans
were not incessantly bombarded with images connecting female desirability and
sexual availability to food provisioning.”® Nevertheless, this connection was not
entirely absent from popular representations in the GDR. For example, East German
advertisements for the cooking spice “Bino” used slogans such as “Cook with love,
spice with Bino!” (Koche mit Liebe, wiirze mit Bino!), and “The way to the heart is
through the stomach” (Liebe geht doch durch den Magen). These advertisements
usually featured women as wives, lovers or secretaries seeking the affection of a
man (see figure 6). In this way, they also reinforced the discursive construction of
women as providers and men as receivers of food and nurturance. Another good
illustration of the existence in the GDR of images linking female sexuality with food
provisioning is shown in figure 7, which accompanied an article in the entertainment
magazine, Das Magazin, entitled “Our topical survey: How does marriage agree with

sex?”.

8 Alice Weinreb, “The Socialist School Lunch”.

*“n der Beschrankung liegt auch Genuf. Aus den Erfahrungen eines Erndahrungswissenschaftlers”,
Berliner Zeitung, 17/18.10.1987.

*°For an analysis of the gendering of food advertisements in America, see Bordo, Unbearable Weight,
99-134.
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It is argued that another important way in which the advertising industry in the
context of western capitalism contributes to the discursive context in which anorexia
nervosa is produced is through its propagation of the message that women must
constrain and control their appetites, at the same time as encouraging men to give
free rein to theirs.”® Therefore, the absence of western-style advertising campaigns
in the GDR also meant that East Germans were not constantly presented with this
message in the same way as were those in the West. Nevertheless, as will become
clear in the next two chapters, gendered discourses and representations about the
importance of constraining one’s appetite did exist in the GDR, despite the relative

insignificance of the East German advertising industry.

Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

Advertisement shows a standing
man holding a hot drink and
placing his hand on a seated
woman’s shoulder. The tag line is
“The way to the heart is through
the stomach” (Liebe geht doch
durch den Magen).

Figure 6: Advertisement for Bino, 1958.” 2

> See Bordo, Unbearable Weight, 99-134.
> Reprinted in Tippach-Schneider, Das groBe Lexikon der DDR-Werbung, 41.
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Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

A drawing showing a smiling woman
cooking at a stove and a smiling man
standing behind her, lifting up her
skirt to reveal her bottom.

Figure 7: lllustration accompanying an article entitled “Our topical survey: How does
marriage agree with sex?” >3

The continuation of traditional gender structures and hierarchies manifested itself
not only in terms of who purchased and prepared food or in the discursive
construction of women as food providers and as guardians of nutritional health, but
also in terms of who was permitted to eat what. In conjunction with official rhetoric
about the social importance of easing women’s burdens in the kitchen, East German
nutritionists emphasised the importance of women feeding themselves as well as
their families. Only in this way would women be able to maintain their productivity
(Leist‘ungsféihigkeit).54 However, despite this official rhetoric, some of the interviews
conducted for the current study suggest that within East German families there still
existed the traditional notion that girls and women required and/or deserved less
food or different types of food than the male members of their families. For
example, Frau A. (born 1953) remembered that during family meals her father
received a large piece of meat, her mother and brother received a small piece, and
she and her twin sister received no meat at all. Frau A. emphasised that because her

family was unusually wealthy, there was no financial reason for this uneven

>3 “Unsere aktuelle Umfrage: Wie bekommt die Ehe dem Sex?”, Das Magazin, October 1984, 31-35.
>* See Weinreb, Matters of Taste (PhD Thesis), 335.
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distribution of meat.>® Another interviewee, Frau B. (born 1961) also remembered
that her father ensured that her brother received more food than was given to her

or her sister.>®

Ill. Food as Emotional Weapon

Many explanations of anorexia nervosa argue that food refusal is an “emotional
strategy” used to assert control and manipulate others. Some socio-cultural
approaches which support this explanation, argue that self-starvation can only work
as an effective emotional strategy in a cultural environment in which domesticity is
venerated and in which eating is a “highly charged emotional and social undertaking”
within the family.57 As the above discussion about East Germany’s canteen system
has shown, domesticity was not venerated in the GDR. Women were expected to
work outside of the home and, by the 1980s, the majority of East Germans ate at
least one meal per day (during the working week) in a public facility. However, it is
also clear that eating within the home continued to be a central part of family life for
most East Germans. It is, therefore, important to explore cultures of eating within
the East German home and to consider the ways in which food and meals were

invested with emotional significance.

For many East German families, their weekday meals within the home were cold
ones, such as an evening supper of bread and cheese. However, as revealed by
several of the interviews conducted for this study, a warm evening meal was the
norm in some families. Whether they ate a cold or a hot meal, the majority of the
interviewees (all born between 1939 and 1971) stated that eating together during
the working week had been central to their experiences of family life. Many also

commented on their memories of special family meals on Sundays, which usually

>> Interview conducted in Berlin on 31" August 2010.
*® Interview conducted in Berlin on 4™ October 2010.
> Brumberg, Fasting Girls, 174-175.
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included meat. Indeed, it has been estimated that around forty per cent of

household consumption of fresh meat occurred on a Sunday.>®

Food also played an important role at social gatherings, which were often held within
the home. The abundance of food at these gatherings, where “tables groaned under
breads, cheeses, butter, sausages, cold meats, schnapps and beer”, led to the
popular maxim that in the West the shop windows were full but the table at home
was empty, whereas in the East the shop windows were empty and the table at
home was bedecked with food.>® Such food-centred gatherings were associated not
only with traditional holidays, such as Christmas, Easter and Whitsun, but also with
the many socialist or GDR-specific celebrations, such as the Day of the Republic (Tag
der Republik), Women’s Day (Frauentag) and Youth Dedication celebrations

(Jugendweihe).

Eating within the East German home was, therefore, an emotional undertaking,
which expressed family bonds and social celebrations. Indeed, the centrality of food
in East German social and family life has led to a certain collective nostalgia about
this aspect of life in the GDR.?® This focuses particularly on happy memories of
shared food and laughter within the private sphere. However, as with all nostalgia, it
marginalises memories of other, more negative, experiences. Not only does it often
exclude memories of poor quality canteen meals and the endless trudging from store
to store in the search of elusive products, but it also fails to acknowledge that the
family dining table could be the site of considerable conflict, stress and upset. It is
only through accessing personal memories of food and eating that one is reminded
of this. For example, six of the interviewees who provided personal testimony for

this study remembered family meals as having been governed by strict rules or

> Merkel, Utopie und Bedlirfnis, 316.

% See Harsch, Revenge of the Domestic, 278; and Paul Freedman, “Luxury Dining in the GDR”, in Mary
Fulbrook and Andrew Port (eds), Becoming East Germans: Socialist Structures and Sensibilities after
Hitler (New York and Oxford: Berghahn, forthcoming).

% collective nostalgia for certain aspects of life in the GDR has become known as Ostalgie. Central to
Ostalgie have been memories of food and eating. In part, this has led to a fetishisation of East German
products, such as Spreewald pickles. It also focuses on the central role played by food in East German
social gatherings. See Voigt, Der Geschmack des Ostens. Other examples of Ostalgie focusing on food
and eating include numerous museum exhibitions and (post-Wende) GDR cookbooks.
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marked by tension and conflict. Frau A. (born 1953) and Frau B. (born 1961) both
recalled that their fathers had forbidden them from chatting with their siblings
during meals. When they broke this rule, they had been banished from the table and
forced to eat alone.®® Frau F. (born 1964) remembered how she and her siblings had
been forced by their father to remain at the table until they had finished all of the
food on their plates. This had sometimes meant that they would have to sit there for
hours.®? Frau B. and Frau G. (born 1965) remembered mealtimes as often unhappy
occasions because their parents had talked about work problems and had often
argued.® Another interviewee, Frau M. (born 1968), recalled how she had hated
family meals because she had been expected to praise her step-father and his

cooking.**

One of the reasons that family meals carried such emotional charge was that food
and eating had different meanings for different family members. This was
particularly stark across the generational divide. As already alluded to in the
discussion about attitudes towards food wastage, for those who had suffered
deprivation during the war and in the immediate post-war period, food was invested
with very different meanings than for those who had been born in a time when it
was no longer in short supply. Many of the interviewees believed that it was these
different experiences which led to some of the tensions, rules and conflicts which
had characterised family mealtimes. For example, Frau A. stated her belief that the
high value attributed to food in her family was the result of her father’s experiences
as a Soviet prisoner of war. She believed that it was for this reason that mealtimes
were governed by strict rules and food was rarely thrown away. She also stated that
she thought that the significant value with which her father invested food had led
him to perceive her self-starving behaviour, which began in 1968, as a personal

attack on him and his wartime experiences.

®1 Interview with Frau A. conducted in Berlin on 31 August 2010; interview with Frau B. conducted in
Berlin on 4™ October 2010.

%2 |nterview conducted in Berlin on 16" December 2010.

® Interview conducted with Frau G. in Berlin on 1% September 2010.

* Interview conducted in Berlin on 3" September 2010.
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Another example of food being invested with emotional meanings within the family
is the way in which memories of hunger were used to induce feelings of guilt in those
who complained about or who wasted food. For example, Frau L. remembered that
if ever she had complained that a certain type of food was not to her taste, then her
mother had reminded her of how she had suffered during the food shortages of the
immediate post-war period. Similarly, questionnaire respondent D16 (born 1955)
noted that if, as children, he and his brother had not wanted to finish their plates,
then they had been reminded about how difficult it had been during the war and
immediate post-war years to feed one’s family.®®> Such discourses of guilt were not,
however, unique to the private sphere. Interviewees and questionnaire respondents
also remembered teachers using such techniques to persuade them to finish their
pIates.66 Furthermore, the focus was not only on memories of earlier German hunger
but also on the plight of contemporaneous “starving Africans”.®’ One questionnaire
respondent asserted that her teachers’ reminders of “starving Africans” had affected
her so deeply that she has always felt the need to hide left-over food when she dines

in restaurants. Not to do so would, she believed, publicly display her “immorality”.®®

The significance of the legacy of the war and immediate post-war period in
narratives of food and eating in the GDR, suggests that one of the meanings invested
in food and food refusal in the East German context, was rooted in collective and
personal memories of hunger during this time. Of course, the personal and social
meanings which can be invested in eating are multiple. However, they are not

limitless. Rather, they are bounded by the discursive context of a particular culture.

% Questionnaire conducted in Dresden in July 2009. Other respondents who had similar memories
were: respondent D42 (born 1932), who remembered that when food was wasted in subsequent
decades, people would remind their children of the suffering in the immediate post-war period;
respondent L74 (born 1949), who remembered that his parents and grandparents had often reminded
him that in the post-war period he would have been grateful to receive something to eat; and
respondent L89 (born 1959), who remembered that as children her parents had often reminded her
and her sister of the food shortages of the immediate post-war years.

® Former East German teachers also remembered using these techniques. For example, respondent
D83 (born 1943), stated that as a teacher in the GDR he had regularly told his pupils about the food
shortages of that period, in order to discourage them from wasting food.

* For example, questionnaire respondent D3 (born 1976) remembered that her Kindergarten
teachers told the pupils that it was immoral to waste food because there were so many starving
African children.

®® Questionnaire conducted in Dresden in July 2009.
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For this reason, memories of post-war hunger would not have been widely relevant
to the meanings of food and food refusal in other societies, such as the USA, but
might have had valence in others, such as West Germany. In keeping with this line of
argument, it is plausible to assert that in the GDR the considerable effort required to
shop for food, particularly for non-staple products, meant that food refusal within
the East German context carried different symbolic meanings than in affluent,
capitalist nations. However, finding evidence to support this claim is very difficult.
Perhaps the only people who could provide insight into the symbolic meanings of
food refusal in the GDR are those who practised self-starvation and those who
treated them for this behaviour. Unfortunately, as will be discussed in later chapters,
while the interviewees who participated in this study were able to offer suggestions
as to why they had begun to self-starve, none commented upon what refusal meant
within the wider cultural context of the GDR. Indeed, most expressed confusion and

bafflement when the question was asked directly.

IV. Conclusion

In many ways, cultures of eating in the GDR were very different from those in
western, capitalist nations. While recognising that there were significant
differentiations in cultures of eating across the western, capitalist world, it is clear
that they exhibited some common features which were not reflected in the East
German context. The key differences were the endemic shortages of certain
foodstuffs, the relative lack of product diversity, the absence of a fast-food culture in
the western sense, the non-existence of a capitalist advertising industry and the
significance of the publicly-funded canteen system. Together, these differences
highlight the limited usefulness of western-centric socio-cultural approaches to
anorexia nervosa when analysing the East German context. Not only does it seem
probable that food did not act as an “analogue of the self” in the same ways as it did
in western Uberflussgesellschaften (affluent societies of excess) but also that
conflicting messages to consume and to self-deny functioned very differently in the

GDR. Furthermore, the “promiscuity” of eating behaviours, which, it is argued,
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developed in western societies, particularly in America, did not develop to nearly the

same extent in East Germany.

Nevertheless, despite the western-bias of the socio-cultural arguments explored in
this chapter, it has been shown that some of them do resonate within the East
German context. This is particularly stark in relation to the gendering of discursive
constructions and social realities of food provisioning and consumption. However,
here also the different economic systems led to key differences between East
German and western contexts. These differences were strongly influenced by the

absence of a western-style advertising industry.

A final way in which western-centric arguments could be seen to resonate in the East
German context is that although there existed a comprehensive canteen system and
domesticity was not venerated, eating within the family remained central to East
German cultures of eating. This meant that, as in the West, eating within the home
could be “a highly charged emotional and social undertaking”, in which food was
invested with emotional significance. However, the emotional significance with
which food was invested was dependent not only upon the circumstances and
dynamics of individual families but also upon the wider material and discursive
contexts of the GDR. This chapter has shown that these contexts were very different
from contemporaneous capitalist societies. In so doing, it has suggested that
relationships between food and self, as well as the ability of food to function as an
“emotional weapon”, were, in many ways, peculiar to the socialist context of the
GDR and its legacy of post-war shortages. The importance of these peculiarities will
be analysed further in the next chapter in relation to discourses and representations

of food, body and self in East German health propaganda.
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Chapter 3
“Socialist Bodies/Socialist Personalities”: Health Propaganda and
Discursive Constructions of the “Normal Weight” and

“Overweight” Body

A key argument of many socio-cultural approaches to anorexia nervosa is that it
occurs in societies which venerate the “slender” body and stigmatise the “fat” body.
In the context of western capitalism in the second half of the twentieth century, it is
argued that this cultural environment is created in large part by powerful capitalist
industries, such as the media, advertising, dieting and fashion industries, which have
financially vested interests in encouraging people to monitor and discipline their own
bodies. The absence of capitalist industries in the socialist GDR meant that a key
aspect of this material and discursive context relating to food, body and self was
largely missing. As pointed out in the previous chapter, although East Germans did
have access to images of western consumer culture via West German television
stations, the very different economic system of the GDR meant that they were not
subjected to the full force of consumer capitalism in the same way as their western

counterparts.

This raises questions about the ways in which different “body types” were
discursively constructed in the GDR and with what meanings they were invested. Did
the absence of capitalist industries mean that the “slender” body was not venerated
and the “fat” body was not stigmatised? Or, were similar messages about “body fat”
propagated in the GDR as in the West but through means other than those related to
the capitalist drive for profits? By drawing on archival material from East German
health authorities, such as the Ministry of Health, the National Committee of Health
Education, the Central Institute for Nutrition and the German Hygiene Museum, and
on material which appeared in the media and in healthy-living exhibitions, this
chapter answers these key questions through an investigation of the production and
presentation of East German health propaganda focusing on body weight and food

consumption. In so doing, it explores the extent to which East Germans were
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encouraged to engage in practices of weighing, counting and mathematisation in
relation to their bodies. In this way, it investigates the resonance within the East
German context of the argument that anorexia can be seen as “a discursive event
that occurs within a general discursive network concerned with analysis, regulation,

and normalization.”*

I. Dominant Conceptions of Health and Approaches to Healthcare in the GDR

From the foundation of the GDR in 1949, the ruling authorities were concerned with
assessing, defining and influencing the health of the population. In official socialist
rhetoric, this interest in health was central to the state’s paternalistic mission-
statement: Alles zum Wohl des Volkes (everything for the good of the people).
However, as in all modern states, the key motivating factors for official interest in the
health of the population were economic and political. Only a healthy population
could ensure the economic success of socialist East Germany. Furthermore, a healthy
population would boost the legitimacy of the regime and help to “prove” the
superiority of the socialist, as opposed to the capitalist, system. Indeed, as has been
argued elsewhere, “health” became integral to the construction of East German
national identity, the population was repeatedly told that it could be fully realised
only in a socialist society. 2 This idea was not only encapsulated in the official slogan
“Socialism is the path to health” (Der Sozialismus ist der Weg zur Gesundheit) but was
also enshrined in article thirty five of the 1968 constitution which stated that “every
citizen has the right to the protection of his health and working capacity

(Arbeitskraft).”

Official conceptions of health centred on the concepts of Leistungsfihigkeit
(productive capacities) and Volksgesundheit (health of the nation). A “healthy”

person was someone who, through his/her labour, could contribute to the state and

! Abigail Bray and Claire Colebrook, “The Haunted Flesh: Corporeal Feminism and the Politics of
(Dis)Embodiment”, Signs, 24, 1, 1998, 35-67, 63.

2 Young-sun Hong, “Cigarette Butts and the Building of Socialism in East Germany”, Central European
History, 35, 3, 2002, 327-344.
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to society. This stance was made clear in a 1958 draft of the principles of East

German health care:

The socialist Law for the Protection of Health serves in the first place
the care and retention of the health of the working person, because
only a healthy person is in the position to constructively employ his
mental and bodily capacities...The Law for the Protection of Health
aims at the retention of the largest possible proportion of people
capable of work, at the prevention of early invalidity and at the
lengthening of lifespan.?

Thus, health became a function of the ability to produce.” Furthermore, the concept
of Leistungsfdhigkeit linked the individual to the collective. A nation of leistungsfihig
(productive) individuals would constitute a strong, healthy nation (the
Volksgesundheit). These two concepts of Leistungsféhigkeit and Volksgesundheit had
been introduced by the Soviet occupying authorities in the immediate post-war
period and both concepts remained central to official East German conceptions of

health until the collapse of the GDR in 1990.°

In order to be leistungsfihig and therefore “healthy”, one had to be free from illness.
However, freedom from illness was not sufficient. East Germans were also expected

to be physically fit. Furthermore, as in all modern societies, health was not only

® Cited in Annette F. Timm, “Guarding the Health of Worker Families in the GDR: Socialist Health Care,
Bevolkerungspolitik, and Marriage Counselling, 1945-1970”, in Peter Hubner and Klaus Tenfelde (eds),
Arbeiter in der SBZ-DDR (Essen: Klartext Verlag, 1999), 463-495.

4 Timm, “Guarding the Health of Worker Families”, 473.

> The two guiding principles of Volksgesundheit and Leistungsféhigkeit drew on much older German
traditions. Although healthcare administrators and planners in the Soviet zone of occupation and
subsequently in the GDR eschewed Nazi conceptions of racial hygiene, the terms Volksgesundheit and
Leistungsféhigkeit echoed the Nazi regime’s concept of Volksgemeinschaft (healthy folk community)
and its programme of Kraft durch Freude (Strength through Joy). Under the Nazis, ethnic Germans had
been expected to contribute to the healthy Volkskérper (national body) by maintaining their fitness
and avoiding “genetic poisons”, such as alcohol and tobacco, which were believed to be contributing
to the degeneration of the German Volk (see Robert N. Proctor, Racial Hygiene: Medicine under the
Nazis (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988), 237-241). ldeas linking individual health to
the health of the German nation had not been invented by the Nazis, however. Such considerations
had been characteristic of the nineteenth-century life reform movement (see Michael Hau, The Cult of
Health and Beauty in Germany: A Social History, 1890-1930 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
2003), 12). Concerns about the health of the nation had first come to the forefront of the political
agenda in the wake of the First World War. As later in the GDR, these concerns had been linked to the
need to rationalise and increase production (see Paul Weindling, Health, Race and German Politics
Between National Unification and Nazism, 1870-1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993)).
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considered a physical entity but also a moral one. A “healthy” person was not simply
someone who was physically fit and free from illness but also someone who thought
and behaved in officially-sanctioned ways. In the GDR, this meant that health became

closely tied to the SED’s project of creating the new socialist personality.

This concept was given shape in 1958 with the announcement of Walter Ulbricht’s
“Ten Commandments for the New Socialist Human Being” (Zehn Gebote fiir den
neuen sozialistischen Menschen). Commandment number seven stated: “You should
constantly strive for the bettering of your productivity, be economical and
consolidate the socialist work discipline” (Du sollst stets nach Verbesserung Deiner
Leistung streben, sparsam sein und die sozialistische Arbeitsdisziplin festigen). The
demands of this commandment, which East Germans were expected to personify,
became central to East German health authorities’ conceptions of health and
socialist ways of consuming, which were to stand in contrast to “unhealthy”,
wasteful, profit-driven consumption in the capitalist West. However, perhaps the
most important link between the concept of the new socialist personality and health
was the idea that socialist human beings would show a commitment to the collective
and an awareness of how individual actions impacted on wider society. This meant
that socialist personalities could be expected to actively strive for their own health
and the health of their fellow citizens. Furthermore, they were expected to respond
positively to official discourses about health and consumption which positioned
certain practices and behaviours as beneficial to society and others as detrimental to
it. This fitted in with the regime’s goal of replacing wholly individualistic concepts of

health with more collectivist ones.

Socialist personalities were thus expected to live their lives in a way which was

commensurate with the GDR’s prophylactic approach to healthcare.® This expectation

6 Although the aim of the GDR healthcare system was to “unite prevention (Vorsorge, Prdvention or
Prophylaxe), curative care (Heilung or Therapie) and after-care/rehabilitation (Nachsorge or
Metaphylaxe)”, the emphasis was very much on prevention. Quote taken from Timm, “Guarding the
Health of Worker Families”. See also Anne-Sabine Ernst, “Die beste Prophylaxe ist der Sozialismus”:
Arzte und medizinische Hochschullehrer in der SBZ/DDR, 1945-1961 (Miinster: Waxmann, 1997), 36;
and Anna-Sabine Ernst, ‘Von der biirgerlichen zur sozialistischen Profession? Arzte in der DDR, 1945-
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first became central to East German health policy from the late 1950s. Until this time,

the focus had been on public health initiatives to tackle contagious diseases, such as

VD and TB, and the social causes of illness. This strategy was in keeping with social

hygienic ideas which underpinned East German preventative medicine. However,

from the late 1950s, increasing emphasis was placed on trying to persuade East
n7

Germans to adopt “healthy lifestyles”.” Consequently, health education assumed an

increasingly important role in East German health policy.

In the GDR, health education was defined as the “joining together of measures of
education, (information), upbringing, agitation and propaganda, all of which aim
towards the securing of the health and productivity of the person, and the securing of

an active, long life.”®

Ultimate responsibility for the planning and execution of health
education lay with the Ministry of Health (Ministerium fiir Gesundheitswesen),
supported by the National Committee of Health Education (Nationales Komitee fiir
Gesundheitserziehung). The National Committee was in turn supported by the
Institute of Health Education of the German Hygiene Museum, based in Dresden
(Insitut fiir Gesundheitserziehung des Deutschen Hygiene-Museums). It was the
Hygiene Museum which was responsible for many of the health education materials
produced in the GDR, including posters, advertisements, brochures, films and
exhibitions. The organisation of health education at a local level was led and executed
by the Regional and District Committees (Bezirks- Kreiskomitee) and the Regional and
District Cabinets (Bezirks- Kreiskabinette). Other organisations, such as the trade
union organisation (FDGB), the women’s organisation (DFD) and the youth
organisation (FDJ), as well as the mass media, were also utilised in the name of health
education. Nutritional scientists from the Central Institute for Nutrition formed

another key group which played an instrumental role in the propagation of health

1961’, in Richard Bessel and Ralph Jessen (eds), Die Grenzen der Diktatur: Staat und Gesellschaft in der
DDR (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1996), 25-48.

7 Timm, “Guarding the Health of Worker Families”.

® Internationales terminologisches Wérterbuch Gesundheitserziehung (Dresden, 1984). Cited in Ursula
von Appen, “Theoretisches Konzept und gesellschaftliche Wirklichkeit der Gesundheitserziehung —
Erfahrunged des Kreiskabinetts/Kreiskomitees fir Gesundheitserziehung Schwerin”, in Wilhelm Thiele
(ed.), Das Gesundheitswesen der DDR: Aufbruch oder Einbruch? Denkanstéf3e fiir eine Neuordnung des
Gesundheitswesens in einem deutschen Staat (Sank Augustin: Asgard Verlag, 1990), 265-269.
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advice.” So too were medical professionals, whom the ruling Socialist Unity Party

(SED) co-opted into the GDR’s health education programmes.

The shift from focusing on public health initiatives towards an increasing emphasis on
“healthy lifestyles” was partly the result of the regime’s economic difficulties. Health
education was viewed as a cheaper option. However, it was also the result of
changing disease patterns. In the immediate post-war years, concerns about the
physical health of the East German population had focused on the effects of
malnutrition due to food shortages; the spread of infectious diseases, such as
tuberculosis; and the high infant mortality rate. The latter two concerns continued to
pre-occupy the East German health authorities in the first decade of the GDR’s
existence.™® However, during this time, as living standards rose, chronic diseases such
as diabetes and cardiovascular disease (CVD) became increasingly pressing health

concerns which commanded the attention of the East German health authorities.

Chronic diseases, such as CVD, were not a wholly new concern in the German
context. “Diseases of civilisation” had received considerable attention in Weimar
Germany, where conditions such as CVD had been linked to the eating habits,
reduced physical activity and higher levels of stress associated with “modern
lifestyles”. In Nazi Germany, concerns about CVD had been eclipsed by concerns
about cancer.!! However, in the 1950s, CVD re-emerged as an issue of official concern
in both East and West Germany. In both Germanys, it was once again discussed as a

“disease of civilisation” related to “modern lifestyles”. Consequently, the health

° The Central Institute for Nutrition was founded in 1948. It was the GDR’s leading nutritional research
institute. In 1957 it became an institute of the German Academy of Sciences. From this point on, its
constitution stated that it had “the task of introducing scientific ways of nutrition, of conducting
measures of education, consultation and steering as well as organizing training seminars, courses and
lectures.” Cited in Ulrike Thoms, “Separated, but Sharing a Health Problem: Obesity in East and West
Germany, 1945-1989”, in Derek J. Oddy, Peter J. Atkins and Virginie Amelien (eds), The Rise of Obesity
in Europe (Farnham and Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 207-222.

1% Jens-Uwe Niehoff, ““Sozialismus ist die best Prophylaxe”? Anmerkungen zum Praventionsdiskurs in
der DDR”, in Susanne Roepiger and Heidrun Merk (eds), Hauptsache gesund! Gesundheitsaufkldrung
zwischen Disziplinierung und Emanzipation (Marburg: Jonas Verlag, 1998), 180-201.

" Robert N. Proctor, The Nazi War on Cancer (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999).
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authorities in the GDR and the Federal Republic became interested in influencing

their citizens’ eating habits, body weight and physical activity.'?

The impetus to influence East Germans’ lifestyles and behaviour was boosted at the
beginning of the 1970s by the GDR’s adoption of the risk factor model of disease. This
model had been introduced into the American life insurance industry at the turn of
the twentieth century and had come to dominate American approaches to the health
sciences around 1960."* The risk factor model linked the probability of disease to
certain patterns of behaviour and to physical characteristics of groups of individuals.
In the GDR, social hygienists, who dominated the fields of epidemiology and
preventive medicine in the 1950s and 1960s, were resistant to the risk factor model
which was perceived as “reductionist and more closely associated with clinical
medicine that with social hygiene proper”.** Furthermore, there was a “strong
reluctance by the political elite to adopt Western approaches to health care.”™ This
resistance ebbed away in the early 1970s for a number of reasons. First, a scientific
model which could be used to emphasise individual responsibility for health fitted in
with the individualist focus ushered in by Honecker’s “unity of economic and social
policy”. Second, one of the key priorities for the GDR leadership in the early 1970s
was acquiring international recognition for the GDR. The SED leadership believed that
this could be facilitated through the adoption of Western scientific approaches as a
basis for involvement in international research projects and close co-operation with
the World Health Organisation. Third, a generational shift introduced proponents of

the risk factor model into key scientific and political organs of the state.®

2 See Jeannette Madarasz, “Perceptions of Health after the Second World War: Risk and the
Preventive Self in East and West Germany, 1945-1975”, in Mary Fulbrook and Andrew Port (eds),
Becoming East Germans: Socialist Structures and Sensibilities after Hitler (New York and Oxford:
Berghahn, forthcoming).

B see William G. Rothstein, Public Health and the Risk Factor: A History of an Uneven Medical
Revolution (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2003).

4 Carsten Timmermann, “Americans and Pavlovians: The Central Institute for Cardiovascular Research
at the East German Academy of Sciences and its precursor institutions as a case study of biomedical
research in a country of the Soviet Bloc (c. 1950-80)”, in Virginia Berridge and Kelly Loughlin (eds),
Medicine, the Market and the Mass Media: Producing health in the 20th century (London and New
York: Routledge, 2005), 244-265.

> Madarasz, “Perceptions of Health”.

*° Ibid.
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Il. Concerns about Obesity

As the issue of chronic diseases began to command the attention of the GDR’s health
and scientific authorities in the late 1950s, official interest in East Germans’ eating
habits, body weight and physical activity began to rise. Increasingly, the “overweight”
body came under the gaze of these authorities. In 1958, a memorandum was
published on the topic of the improvement of the nation’s nutrition as the
cornerstone of securing individuals’ Leistungsfdhigkeit and the Volksgesundheit. This
memorandum, which was produced jointly by the German Academy of Sciences, the
Central Institute for Nutrition and the Ministry of Health, reported that East Germans
were consuming too many calories, too much fat and too few vitamins and
minerals.’” It was feared that if this trend continued, the GDR would follow the USA
and West Germany into a future characterised by fatness and diet-related ill health.
This fear was highlighted at a conference entitled “Nutrition and Health” held in
1959, where it was claimed that “the GDR [was] perhaps ten years behind the USA
and five years behind the Federal Republic of Germany” in terms of obesity
(Fettleibigkeit) and its attendant diseases.'® As stated at the conference, the GDR did
not want to follow down this path. Thus, in an attempt to steer the GDR on to a
different path, the East German health authorities began to produce healthy-eating
campaigns, which sought to educate the East German public about how to be
“socialist consumers” and thereby craft “healthy”, “socialist” bodies. The discourses
and strategies integral to these campaigns, and the ways in which they attempted to
regulate and normalise health, bodies and consumption will be analysed in the later

sections of this chapter.

v SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/2098 — “Denkschrift zur Sicherung und stufenweisen Verbesserung der
Volkserndhrung als Grundpfeiler fir Volksgesundheit und Leistungsfahigkeit”, Berlin und Potsdam-
Rehbriicke, 9.5.1958. The report states that after discussions between representatives of the State
Planning Commission (Staatlichen Plankommission) and the Ministry of Health and scientists from the
Central Institute for Nutrition and the Clinic for Physical-Dietetic Therapy in Berlin-Buch (Klinik fur
physikalisch-didtetische Therapie) it had been decided that the target number of calories to be
consumed per day per head should be reduced from 3,500 to 2,950. The report recommended that,
due to the ever-increasing mechanisation of daily life and the subsequent reduction in physical labour,
by the year 1975 this target should gradually have been reduced to between 2,700 and 2,800.

18 SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/22303 — Erndhrung und Lebensweise — Vortrage und Tagungen, 1957-1963.
“Erndhrung und Gesundheit”, 18 Dezember 1959.
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By focusing on diet, “excess” body weight and chronic disease, the GDR authorities
were participating in contemporaneous, global trends. During the 1950s, “diseases of
civilisation” or “diseases of affluence” began to be discussed in the popular media
throughout Europe and North America.”® By the 1960s, particular attention was
being paid to the amount of fat in the diet and the amount of fat on the body. This
was not only true in western countries, such as the United Kingdom and the USA, but
also in the Eastern Bloc. For example, in 1955 the final resolution of the fourth
Congress of the Dietary Section of the Society for Dietary Nutrition in Czechoslovakia
stated that obesity was one of the most common threats to public health.” From the
1960s, the topic was a matter on which there was close co-operation between East
German nutritional scientists and their peers in other socialist countries, such as the
USSR, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Bulgaria.21 It was only in the 1970s, as
the GDR seriously pursued international recognition, that significant co-operation
with Western, capitalist countries began. For example, in the 1970s and 1980s, the
GDR hosted and attended international conferences and symposia specifically about
diet and obesity.”? Furthermore, it participated in the World Health Organisation’s
multinational MONICA project which was set up in the early 1980s to monitor trends

in cardiovascular diseases. The adoption of the western risk factor model of disease

' See Peter N. Stearn, Fat History: Bodies and Beauty in the Modern West (New York: New York
University Press, 1997), particularly chapter 5; and Derek J. Oddy and Peter J. Atkins, “Conclusion”, in
Derek J. Oddy, Peter J. Atkins and Virginie Amelien (eds), The Rise of Obesity in Europe (Farnham and
Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 223-233. For a discussion of the situation in West Germany in the 1950s
and 1960s, see Michael Wildt, Am Beginn der “Konsumgesellschaft”: Mangelerfahrungen,
Lebenshaltung, Wohlstandshoffnung in Westdeutschland in den fiinfziger Jahren (Hamburg:
Ergebnisse Verlag, 1994), chapter 16.

%% Martin Franc, “Socialism and the Overweight Nation: Questions of Ideology, Science and Obesity in
Czechoslovakia, 1950-1970”, in Derek J. Oddy, Peter J. Atkins and Virginie Amelien (eds), The Rise of
Obesity in Europe (Farnham and Burlington: Ashgate, 2009), 193-205.

21 See “Uber zwei Jahrzehnte Ernahrungsforschung”, Die Lebensmittel-Industrie, 14, 2, 1967. Between
1971 and 1975, contracts of co-operation were signed between the GDR’s Central Institute for
Nutrition and the parallel organisations in other socialist bloc countries. For example, such a contract
was signed with the Institute for Nutrition in Sofia to research into the influence of nutrition in the
development of obesity. Similar contracts were signed with the institutes for nutrition in Moscow,
Warsaw and Prague. See DIfE Arch, Kasten 197, “Projekt “Erndhrung und Gesundheit”. Teilprojekt
“Erndhrung und Leistung”: FlinfjahresabschluBbericht, 1971-1975”, Potsdam-Rehbriicke, December
1975.

> These included, in June 1971, a symposium entitled “Nutrition — Obesity — Arteriosclerosis” which
was held in Potsdam and was attended by representatives from the GDR, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia,
Switzerland, Finland and the Federal Republic of Germany. In 1980, representatives from the GDR
attended the Third International Congress about Obesity which was held in Rome. These conferences
addressed the topic of obesity from many different angles, including pathogenesis, therapy and
prevention.
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at this time sharpened East German health authorities’ focus on the “overweight”
body, which became deemed a specific “risk” to health, Leistungsfdhigkeit and life

expectancy.

Concerns about the link between “excess” weight and disease led to attempts in the
1960s to discover how many East Germans could be classed as “overweight” and
“obese”. Epidemiological investigations, conducted in the GDR between 1963 and
1968, drew primarily on out-patient registers (ambulanter Register), particularly
those registers compiled during the mass x-ray screenings (Rdéntgen-
Reihenuntersuchungen) which had been a central part of the GDR’s campaign against
tuberculosis.”® The weight classifications used in these investigations were based
almost exclusively on the Broca-Index, which stated that “normal weight” in
kilograms was equal to height in centimetres minus one hundred.>* Anyone who
weighed 20% or more above their “normal weight” was classified as “obese”
(adip6s). According to these investigations, around 20% of East German men, 40% of
East German women and 15 - 20% of East German children were “obese”. These
figures, based on investigations from the 1960s, were regularly quoted at
conferences and cited in scientific journals, health education materials and the

popular media throughout the 1970s and 1980s.

The key promoters of the above figures were scientists from the Central Institute for
Nutrition, who used the figures to stress the urgency of the nutritional situation
facing the GDR and the importance of persuading East Germans to follow the
nutritional advice emanating from the Institute. In the 1970s, questioning of these

figures was not tolerated. This is clearly shown by correspondence between

% DIfE Arch, Kasten 327, Blatt 146-177: Manfred Méhr, “Aspekte und Probleme epidemiologischer
Adipositasforschung”, 1983. For more on the mass x-ray screenings, see Steve Strupeit,

“Praventive und gesundheitsférderliche Aufgaben und MalRnahmen durch

Gemeindeschwestern in der ehemaligen DDR — ein Riickblick”, Pflege & Gesellschaft, 13, 2, 2008, 159-
173.

* The Broca-Index was invented by French surgeon, Paul Broca, in 1871. The GDR was not alone in
using this index for epidemiological studies of obesity. It was also used in Austria, Bulgaria, West
Germany, UK, Norway and Switzerland. See “Appendix Table 1 Prevalence of Obesity in Europe”, in
Reinhold Kluthe and Annegret Schubert, “Obesity in Europe”, Annals of Internal Medicine, December
1985, 1037-1042.
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Professor Haenel, director of the Central Institute for Nutrition, and Professor
Winter, rector of the Academy for Advanced Medical Training (Akademie fiir Arztliche
Fortbi/dung).25 The correspondence was prompted by a co-authored article by
Professor Winter, which appeared in the magazine Humanitas on 29 May 1976.%°
This article had reported on a recent symposium of the Society for Social Hygiene
(Gesellschaft fiir Sozialhygiene). 1t had stated that the statistics which claimed that
over 40% of East German women and over 20% of East German men were obese
were unsubstantiated because they had been based on the Broca-Index, which was
widely recognised as an arbitrary measure which could only be used as a crude rule
of thumb. Furthermore, the article claimed that the real percentage of East Germans
who were suffering from “over-nutrition” was only 15%. It also asserted that the
propagation of the figures 40% and 20% exerted unnecessary stress on the East

German population.

Haenel wrote to Winter to express his regret that such a debate about facts had
taken place in public. He feared that this would only lead to confusion and to the
impression that the problem of “over-nutrition” in the GDR was insignificant.
According to Haenel, even if only 15 or 20% of the population were overweight,
obesity would still count as one of the most widespread national diseases
(Volkskrankheiten) in the GDR. The main point of the letter was to ask for Winter’s co-
operation with the Central Institute for Nutrition, so that scientific agreement on this
guestion could be reached before going public. The fact that the figures which stated
that 20% of men and 40% of women were overweight continued to be so widely cited

suggests that this co-operation never took place in any meaningful way.

By the late 1970s and early 1980s, however, even scientists in the Central Institute for
Nutrition were strongly asserting the unreliability of these figures. They argued that

they were not only outdated, but they were also unreliable because of incoherent

% |nstitut fur Geschichte der Medizin, Archiv Zeitgeschichte, Charité, Berlin, Limmel 25, 1a-000129,
Ordner 25: Letter from Haenel to Winter, 11.6.1976.

%® Klemm, Varadi and Winter, “Epidemiologie nichtlibertragbarer Krankheiten: 3. Symposium der
Gesellschaft Sozialhygiene der DDR”, Humanitas, 11, 29 May 1976, 13. Humanitas was billed as the
magazine for medicine and society. It was advertised as a magazine aimed at doctors, nurses,
pharmacists and the general public.
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research methods and the use of the over-simplistic Broca-Index. For example, a
report from 1983 argues that although the figures had all been based on the Broca-
Index, there had been no unified method in the collection and evaluation of the data.
Furthermore, the report deemed the Broca-Index to be inaccurate, particularly for
women and very tall or short men. This undoubtedly partly explains why the figure
for “overweight” women was so much higher than for men. The report also makes
clear that the lack of epidemiological studies in the 1970s and 1980s meant that it
was impossible to accurately describe the current situation.”” Nevertheless, despite
these objections within scientific circles, they were contained within official reports
and were not relayed to the general public. Until the collapse of the GDR, the
“official” picture presented to East Germans was that 30% of the total population was
“overweight” or “obese”.?® This amounted to 20% of East German men and 40% of
East German women. From the mid-1970s, the popularly propagated figure for
“overweight” children was between 10 and 15%. This was slightly lower than the
figure of between 15 and 20% which had been propagated in the 1960s and early
1970s. This modification was a consequence of studies of school children conducted
in the early 1970s. However, these studies were also criticised in reports by the

Central Institute’s scientists for being too restricted in their sample size and

geographic area and for incoherent research methods.”

%7 DIfE Arch, Kasten 327, Blatt 146-177: Manfred Méhr, “Aspekte und Probleme epidemiologischer
Adipositasforschung”, 1983.

8 Messages about whether these figures referred to the percentage of East Germans who were
“overweight” or “obese” were conflicting. Some articles used the word “Ubergewicht” (overweight),
while others used the words “Fettsucht” (obesity) or “Adipds” (adiposity). This point was raised in a
1983 report by the Central Institute for Nutrition: “the terms overweight (Ubergewicht) and obesity
(Fettsucht) are often used as synonyms, although they are not identical.” DIfE Arch, Kasten 327, Blatt
146-177: Manfred Mohr, “Aspekte und Probleme epidemiologischer Adipositasforschung”, 1983.

% For criticisms of the studies of “excess” weight among East German children see, DIfE Arch, Kasten
66, Blatt 5: D. Johnsen, “Zur Adipositashaufigkeit bei Kindern und Jugendlichen in der DDR
(Literaturstudie)” (Zentralinstitut fir Erndhrung der Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR, March
1978); DIfE Arch, Kasten 77, Blatt 4: D. Johnsen, I. Kormann and M. M&hr, “Ernahrungssituation und
Erndhrungszustand in ausgewahlten Bevolkerungsgruppen in Abhédngigkeit von sozialdkonomischen
Faktoren — Modell bei Kindern und Jugenlichen”, 1980; and DIfE Arch, Kasten 327, Blatt 146-177:
Manfred Mohr, “Aspekte und Probleme epidemiologischer Adipositasforschung”, 1983.
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Ill. Discursive Constructions of the “Normal Weight” and “Overweight” Body

In order to try to combat the perceived rising levels of obesity and encourage East
Germans to adopt “healthy” lifestyles, the health authorities produced propaganda
which promoted discourses of regulation and normalisation. These discourses can be
grouped into two broad categories. First, there were those which instructed East

III

Germans on what was “normal”, on how they should live and on what practices they

should adopt. Second, there were those which focused on persuading East Germans

I”

to be “normal”, to live in a certain way and to adopt certain practices. The ultimate
aim of the health authorities in promoting all of these discourses was to persuade
East Germans to regulate their own behaviour in ways which were sanctioned by the

state.

This section begins by exploring the official discourses which instructed East Germans

III

about “normal” body weight and about how to maintain or regain it through the
practice of calorie counting. This is followed by an exploration of the discourses which
attempted to persuade East Germans to care about their body weight and
consumption practices by linking body weight to health, aesthetics and morality.
Taken together, these discourses can be viewed as a general discursive network
concerned with the analysis, regulation and normalisation of health, bodies and

consumption. Furthermore, as will become clear, these discourses focused on the

practices of weighing, counting and mathematisation.

“One must be concerned about one’s body weight and know how much it should

bell

The above maxim was the first of Professor Haenel’s “Ten Commandments for

Reasoned Nutrition”.* By the time it appeared in Presse-Information in 1975, East

Germans were well acquainted with the idea that each of them should know how

* Helmut Haenel, “Sich gesund erndhren — aber wie?”, Presse-Informationen, 15.12.1975. Presse-
Informationen was produced by the GDR’s press office (Presseamt beim Vorsitzenden des
Ministerrates). It appeared several times a week to instruct the East German press how to handle
topical news items.
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much they weighed and also care about it. This is because since the late 1950s the
concept of “normal weight” had been central to East German health campaigns.
Through posters in healthy eating exhibitions and articles in magazines and
newspapers, East Germans were encouraged to calculate their “normal weight” and
compare it with their actual weight. If their actual weight was above their “normal

weight”, they were encouraged to take steps to lose the “extra” pounds.

An early example of an exhibition poster asking the question “Are you normal
weight?” can be seen in figure 8. This poster was part of an exhibition entitled “Your
Nutrition — Your Health”, which toured the GDR between 1960 and 1962. It
illustrated, in simple fashion, how East Germans were to use the Broca-Index in order
to calculate their “normal weight”. The Broca-Index, however, was not the only
formula which was propagated. Throughout the period 1960 to 1990 there was
conflicting advice about how to calculate “normal weight”. During these decades
many articles were published which suggested that the Broca-Index was too crude to
be useful. For example, in 1966 readers of an article authored by an East German
doctor were told that the Broca-Index failed to take body-build into account.
According to the article, the Bornhardt formula provided a more accurate way of
determining “normal weight”. Readers were informed that according to this formula
“normal weight” was equal to height in centimetres multiplied by chest
circumference divided by 240. Furthermore, an extra 1.5kg was to be added for every
decade over the age of thirty. The article ended with the BZ am Abend editorial team
asking: “What do other doctors think of the Broca and Bornhardt formulas? Both are

clearly disputed.”**

3L “Ab 30 gibt es “Zulage””, BZ am Abend, 17.5.1966.
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Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

Poster illustrates how to
calculate “normal weight” and
states that being “overweight”
reduces life expectancy.

Figure 8: Poster from touring health exhibition “Your nutrition — Your health” (1960-

1962).%

To add to the confusion, “normal weight” was not the only calculation that East
Germans were expected to make and strive for. There was also “optimal” or “ideal

III

weight”. Many articles stated that the best way to calculate “optimal” or “ideal
weight” was to subtract between 10 and 15% from the Broca weight. However, other
articles suggested a different method. For example, another article from 1966 stated
that while the Broca-Index was appropriate for calculating “normal weight”, it was
inappropriate for calculating “optimal weight”. The author of this article, Professor
Haenel, explained that “normal weight” represented the average weight of people of
a certain height but that, because people in industrialised countries were on average
too fat, this “normal weight” was higher than the “optimal weight” which was
associated with the greatest life expectancy. Haenel explained that “optimal weight”
was the discovery of the statistical investigations of North American life insurance

companies. Readers with a “medium” body-build were told that they could calculate

their “optimal weight” with the following formula:

32 part of the DHMD Arch collection.
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Optimal weight for women with medium build=A-2/5-(A-52)

Optimal weight for men with medium build=A-1/5 - (A -52)

In this formula, “A” stood for the Broca weight (height in centimetres minus one
hundred). **

III

Another way in which East Germans could check if their weight was “optimal” or
“ideal” was to consult an “optimal weight” table. Before the mid-1970s, these tables
were based on the “ideal weight” tables published by the American Metropolitan Life
Insurance Company in 1959. However, in the early 1970s, Manfred Mohr, a scientist
at the Central Institute for Nutrition, produced the GDR’s own “optimal weight”
tables. Based on the above formula of A —2/5 [or 1/5] - (A — 52), M6hr’s calculations
also took account of sex and five different body builds. His weight tables showed
“optimal weight”, which was the exact figure produced by the calculation, and a

I”

“normal” weight range, which lay 10% either side of the “optimal weight”. A weight

between 10 and 20% above what was “optimal” was classed as “overweight”; and

I”

anything over 20% above the “optimal” weight was classed as “obese”.>* M&hr’s
“optimal” and “normal weight” figures differed significantly from those published in
1959 by the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company. For example, the upper end of the
“normal weight” range for men and women according to Mohr was 10% higher than
the equivalent in the Metropolitan Life Insurance Company table.®®> From the mid-
1970s simplified versions of Mohr’s tables began to appear in East German magazines
and newspapers.36 They were also included in the Central Institute for Nutrition’s
pamphlet Nutritional Recommendations (Ernéhrungsemfehlungen) which could be

bought in bookshops for two marks or obtained from the District Cabinets for Health

Education.’’

B H. Haenel, “Sollen Diinne mehr essen?”, Wochenpost, 22.1.1966.

* M. Mohr, “Optimalgewicht und Normalgewicht Erwachsener”, Das deutsche Gesundheitswesen, 30,
31, 1976, 1393-1397.

* DIfE Arch, Kasten 168, Blatt 614-621: “Das wiinschenswerte Korpergewicht” (1983).

* For example, see “Gesunde Erndhrung”, Junge Welt, 16.2.1974; “Forschungsziel: Schlank und
Gesund”, Fiir Dich, 13, 1975; “Das richtige Gewicht”, Wochenpost, 10.9.1976; “Die gute Figur”, Junge
Welt, 23.8.1977

* H.-A. Ketz and M. Mohr, Erndhrungsemfehlungen, (Berlin: Verlag Volk und Gesundheit, 3" edition:
1986).
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In an article in the East German medical journal, Das deutsche Gesundheitswesen, in
1976, Mohr expressed his hope that his tables would be widely adopted.38 However,
a document produced by him in 1983 suggests that by this time medical and health
practitioners were still using a number of different indices and formulas, including the
Broca-Index; “ideal weight” according to the American Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company; the Quetelet formula (BMI); and the Bornhardt formula.*® Furthermore,
despite the existence of Mohr’s tables and these other formulas, the simplicity of the
Broca-Index meant that throughout the period 1960 to 1990, it was most often
propagated in the popular media as the best “faustregel” (rule of thumb) for
calculating “normal weight” and “optimal” or “ideal” weight. An indication of the
formula’s longevity in East German nutritional advice is given by the number of

articles which referred to it in the final months before the fall of the Berlin Wall.*°

While the main purpose of the propagation of weight tables and formulas, such as
the Broca-Index, was to determine if someone was “overweight”, the concepts of
“normal weight” and “optimal weight” also suggested that an “underweight” body
was “abnormal” or not “optimal”. However, as will be shown in the following
sections, from the 1960s “underweight” bodies were often presented as being
perfectly natural and of no cause for concern. Therefore, it was the “overweight”,
rather than the “underweight”, body which was the key target of the injunction “one

must be concerned about one’s body weight and know how much it should be.”**

BEM. Mohr, “Optimalgewicht und Normalgewicht Erwachsener”, Das deutsche Gesundheitswesen, 30,
31, 1976, 1393-1397.

¥ DIfE Arch, Kasten 327, Blatt 178-198: Manfred Mohr, “Kriterien der Adipositas”, 1983.

a0 See, for example, “Ist Ubergewicht eine Krankheit?”, Presse Information, 18.7.1989; “Dick ist keine
Krankheit”, Neues Deutschland, 29.7.1989; “Ubergewicht — eine Krankheit”, Der Morgen, 1.8.1989;
“Jedes Pfund mehr erhoht Risiko”, National Zeitung, 4.10.1989.

*“ Helmut Haenel, “Sich gesund erndhren — aber wie?”, Presse-Informationen, 15.12.1975.
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“Knowledge of the approximate calorie content of different food groups is a

prerequisite for reasoned nutrition”

In conjunction with being told how much they should weigh, East Germans were
frequently told how and what they should consume in order to help them to weigh
the “correct” number of kilograms. The nub of the message was “not too sweet, not
too fat and not too much”. In keeping with Ulbricht’'s commandment to be
economical, East Germans were expected to develop socialist eating habits which
would eschew “excess” of all kinds. Thus, a key role of the GDR’s nutritional scientists
and health educators was to instruct East Germans on how to avoid consuming
“excessively”. Although nutritional advice defined “excess” differently according to
different types of food, East Germans were told that the key way to measure whether
they were consuming “normally” or “excessively” was to count calories. As suggested
by the above quotation (another of Professor Haenel’s “Ten Commandments for
Reasoned Nutrition”) health propaganda asserted that East Germans should
familiarise themselves with the calorie content of different types of food. It also told
them how many calories they needed to consume each day in order to cover, but not
exceed, their energy requirements. By instructing East Germans to become calorie-
conscious, the health authorities were promoting a discourse which focused on the

practices of counting and mathematisation.

A discourse about calories was not new to the East German population. During the
food shortages and famine of the immediate post-war period, the term “calorie” had
become part of everyday discourse, prompting the women’s magazine Die Frau von
heute to publish an article in 1946 explaining what calories were.*? According to this
article, East Germans heard almost daily about the number of calories which they
were being granted. When notice was given of increases in rations, the number of
extra calories these increased rations would entail was made clear. Furthermore,
tables were printed in magazines to show how many calories were contained in

different types of food.”

2 “Wupten Sie es schon? Eine Aufklarung Gber Kalorien”, Die Frau von heute, 24, April 1946, 25.
“ For example, see “Kalorien im Kochtopf”, Die Frau von heute, 21, November 1947, 25.
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As a 1947 article makes clear, calorie counting had not been invented in the
immediate post-war period. It had also been an aspect of life in pre-war Germany.
The key difference between pre- and post-war calorie counting lay in the motivation
behind it. Whereas it used to be driven by desires to meet fashion’s demands for the
slim waistline, it was now born out of empty stomachs and the consequent urgent
need to ensure that one consumed sufficient calories in order to maintain one’s
health and ability to work.** Thus, a central aspect of pre-war dieting discourse
became transformed in the immediate post-war context from being associated with
efforts to lose weight to being associated with attempts to maintain weight, and, if

possible, to put it on.

This reversal in the aim of calorie counting did not long outlive the period of famine.
Once rationing was ended at the end of the 1950s and regular food supplies were
restored, public discourses about calories once again began to focus on the need to
calculate calorie consumption in order to avoid “excess” calories being consumed.
Although it was not until the mid-1960s that the importance of calorie counting
began to be pushed regularly in the popular press and in health propaganda, weight-
loss guides published in the 1950s sought to educate readers about the effects of

. . . . . 4
“excessive” calorie consumption, and urged them to adopt a low-calorie diet.*

In the 1960s, the East German media and health propaganda began to promote a
discourse of calories in a number of ways. Firstly, it published calorie tables. Some of
these tables listed the calorie content of key foods, such as cheese and different
types of sausage.*® Others outlined the number of calories which should be
consumed by men and women according to the physicality of their labour.*” These
tables were based on the norms produced by the Central Institute for Nutrition.

These norms had been officially accepted by the German Academy of the Sciences in

# “Kalorien im Kochtopft”, Die Frau von heute, 21, November 1947, 25.

* For example, see Dorothea Schmidt and Jutta Schicht, Kost zur Gewichtsverminderung (Berlin: VEB
Verlag Volk und Gesundheit, 1959).

* For example, see “Was soll man lber Fett wissen?”, Wochenpost, 22.8.1969.

“ For example, see “Was sollte man liber das Fett wissen?”, Freiheit, 31.1.1969.
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1962."® The second way in which a discourse of calories was promoted was by
reference to the metabolic process. The body’s energy needs were compared to
those of a machine, and calories were described as the body’s fuel. “Excess” calories
had to be burned off through physical labour. Such a description was provided by a
health propaganda film produced in 1967, which told viewers that if they could not
stop eating, then they would have to do more exercise. To illustrate this point, the
narrator intoned that coffee and cake required an hour of digging; while a Bockwurst

(boiled sausage) required an hour of sawing wood.*

Calorie tables continued to appear in the GDR’s newspapers and magazines during
the 1970s and 1980s.>° They were also available from bookshops and the regional and
district cabinets for health education. However, according to a 1987 report by the
Central Institution for Nutrition these tables needed to be made even more readily
available to the whole population.51 As well as calorie tables, the East German
women’s magazine, Fiir Dich, published numerous articles which featured recipes and
meal plans in which the calorie content was listed.”® Posters, booklets and films
produced by the German Hygiene Museum also continued to enjoin East Germans to
count their calories. For example, a 1974 film entitled Calories shows two slim people
happily eating cake. The viewer is told that both used to be “overweight” but that
they now ensure they remain slim by counting their calories and not exceeding their
daily requirement. The narrator then recommends that viewers should always have a

calorie table to hand to ensure that they too keep within their daily calorie limit.

*® These norms included not only number of daily calories but also the recommended daily amount of
fat, protein, carbohydrate, vitamins and minerals. See SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/6019: I. Rike, “Unsere in
der DDR entwickelten und zur Zeit glltigen Erndhrungsnormen”, Informationen fiir
Erndhrungstechniker und Kochinstrukteure, 1, April 1962, 19-23.

* 4t sattsein richtig erndhrt?” (Deutsche Hygiene Museum Film, 1967). Other articles from the mid
to late-1960s which contained calorie tables include “Schlank und rank in den Frihling”, Fiir Dich, 11,
March 1965, p. 36; and “Was soll man Uber Fett wissen?”, Wochenpost, 22.8.1969.

% For example, see “Kénnen wir uns noch ein Stlick Torte leisten”, Fiir Dich, 14, 1973, 43; “IB Dich
schlank mit Fur Dich: Unsere Lebensmittel und ihr Wert”, Fiir Dich, 22, 1985; “IB Dich schlank mit Fur
Dich: Ihr Programm zum Schlankwerden beginnt”, Fiir Dich, 24, 1985; “IB Dich schlank mit Fiir Dich:
Bewegung gehért dazu”, Fiir Dich, 27, 1985; “IB Dich schlank mit Fiir Dich: Uber das schlanke Trinken”,
Fiir Dich, 41, 1985.

>! DIfE Arch, Kasten 91, “Psychologische Grundlagen des Erndhrungsverhaltens und Maoglichkeiten
seiner Beeinflussung”, Akademie der Wissenschaften der DDR Zentralinstitut fir Ernahrung, 1987,
137.

> Examples include “Wissenwertes fiir 40- bis 60Jahrige: Kalorienarmer Speiseplan”, Fiir Dich, 19,
1971, 44; and the series “Ich wiege zu viel”, 1976.
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The 1970s and 1980s also witnessed attempts to widen the scope of calorie counting
discourses to include East German teenagers and children. Calorie tables outlining the
number of calories required for different age groups of youngsters were sometimes
included in magazine articles. For example, an article (1972) entitled “Children — Well
Nourished” included a calorie table for children aged three to fifteen.>® Other articles
stressed the need for children and teenagers to become calorie-conscious. For
example, an article (1986) entitled “Good Advice: First plump (pummelig), then fat
(dick)”, stated that “bigger children and young people should be made familiar with

>4 This advice was in

their calorie requirement and the calorie content of foodstuffs.
keeping with the recommendations of an earlier report by the Central Institute of
Youth Research (ZlJ) which had concluded that the education of young people
regarding healthy eating needed to focus particularly on their ability to estimate the
calorie content and nutritional value of foods.>® However, calorie counting advice
aimed at teenagers focused not only on “overweight” bodies. Beginning in the late
1970s, there was a focus on ensuring that this age-group consumed sufficient
calories. For example, a film produced in 1978 warning teenagers, particularly girls, of

the dangers of “unnecessary” dieting, stressed that their age-group should be

consuming 3100 kcal per day.56

Another development in the 1970s which brought calorie-discourse into the everyday
lives of East Germans was the introduction of a standardised range of calorie-reduced
products.”” These products bore the label “ON-Kalorienreduziert” (ON-calorie
reduced) and could also be identified by their green dot. The introduction of these

products to the market was the result of a resolution issued by the Council of

3. Birnstiel, “Kinder — gesund erndhrt”, Ostsee Zeitung, 26.8.72.

> “Guter Rat: Erst pummelig, dann dick”, Fiir Dich, 40, 1986, 41-43.

>> SAPMO-BArch DC 4/2100, Zentral Institut fir Jugendforschung, “Jugend und Gesundheit:
Forschungsbericht”, Mai/Juni 1974, 82 & 136-139.

>® Gesunde Ernéhrung im Alter von 16-20 Jahre (1978).

>" Efforts to produce low-calorie and low-fat products had begun in the 1950s. For example, a
newspaper article from 1959 reveals that efforts were being made to develop a “diet sausage” which
contained twenty per cent less fat than a regular sausage (“Diatwurst”, Wochenpost, 25.7.1959). Over
the decades there were also efforts to produce and market skimmed milk and low-fat cheese.
However, the “ON” range was the first standardised range of such products, available throughout the
GDR.
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Ministers in March 1972. This resolution had ordered the further implementation of
healthy nutrition throughout the GDR. One of its stipulations had been that the food
industry developed a new range of products under the heading “optimierter
Nahrung” (optimised nutrition), which would include reduced-calorie goods.”® By
1978, there were thirty six products in the “ON-Kalorienreduziert” range. These
included reduced-fat products, such as “frische Rahmbutter” which contained almost
half the fat of regular butter. Sausage and fish products were also produced in
calorie-reduced varieties. However, despite these developments, it must be
emphasised that the range of calorie-reduced products was minimal compared to the

choice on offer in western societies.

By the collapse of the GDR, therefore, the East German health authorities had, for
three decades, been promoting discourses which encouraged East Germans to
engage in practices of weighing, counting and mathematisation. These discourses
were promoted not only through health propaganda but also through scientific and
industrial developments, such as the introduction of calorie-reduced products.
However, these discourses and developments formed only part of the state’s effort to
regulate the health of the East German population. The following three sections
explore official discourses which sought to persuade East Germans to adopt the state-
promoted practices by linking body weight to issues of health, aesthetics and

morality.

Body Weight and Health

From the early 1960s until the collapse of the GDR in 1990, the key strategy deployed
by East German health authorities in their attempts to persuade East Germans to
regulate their body weight and energy consumption in the ways explored above was
to present the “overweight” body as “unhealthy”. In the 1960s, health propaganda

aimed to make East Germans aware of the presumed link between “excess” body

> The “ON” range included not only low calorie products but also products suitable for diabetics and
babies. A colour-coding system was used to differentiate the different products: a green dot indicated
a low calorie product; a red dot indicated a product suitable for diabetics; and a yellow dot indicated a
product suitable for babies.
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weight and certain diseases and ailments. Two examples illustrate this well. The first
example can be seen in figure 9. It is a poster which was part of the 1960-1962
touring exhibition “Your nutrition — Your health”. The bold text reads: “Avoid excess
body fat: it damages your health and lowers your life expectancy”. The message is
strengthened by a list of afflictions, such as the clogging of arteries and the restricting
of the circulatory system, across the image of an “overweight” man. The second
example is a health propaganda film from 1965 entitled Fettsucht (Obesity). In this
film the viewer is introduced to Paul who is shown to be “overweight” and eating
“excessively”. A short walk to a bus stop tires Paul out and a voiceover tells the
viewer that he has heart problems, painful joints and possibly liver problems. More
ominously, the viewer is told: “Whoever lives like this will not reach old age”. Similar
messages about the link between “excess” weight and diseases, such as
cardiovascular disease and diabetes, were delivered in countless magazine and

newspaper articles throughout the 1960s.”°

Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

Figure 9: Poster from touring health exhibition “Your nutrition — Your health”

(1960-1962).%°

> See, for example, “Gewogen und zu schwer befunden!”, BZ am Abend, 6.5.1966; “Die Schlanken
leben langer”, National Zeitung, 7.12.1968; “Ein Drittel sind “verborgene” Fette”, Neue Zeit,
12.10.1969; “Normales Gewicht — die halbe Gesundheit”, Neues Deutschland, 9.7.1969; “Jeder Dritte
mit Ubergewicht”, Tribiine, 17.6.1969; “Wenn ein Herz es nicht mehr schafft”, National Zeitung,
22.3.1969; “IB geslinder! Hab mehr vom Leben”, Neues Deutschland, 4.1.1969.

% part of the DHMD Arch collection.
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During the 1970s and 1980s, East Germans continued to be told that “overweight”
bodies were “unhealthy” because of the link between “excess” weight and numerous
diseases and ailments. However, although the message was essentially the same as it
had been in the 1960s, the language was different. “Overweight” bodies were now
described as “risks” or “risk factors”. This new language can be seen in many of the
titles of newspaper articles. For example, “Overweight as Risk Factor” (“Ubergewicht
als Risikofactor”,Wochenpost, 23.6.78); “Overweight — A Significant Risk Factor” (“Das
Ubergewicht — ein bedeutsamer Risikofaktor”, Bauern-Echo, 13.9.1980); “Cookies and

” (Il

Cake as Risk Factors Kekse und Kuchen als Risikofaktoren”, Berliner Zeitung,
3.8.1985), “Each Extra Pound Raises the Risk” (“Jedes Pfund mehr erhéht Risiko”,
National Zeitung, 5.10.1989). East Germans were told that “obesity is one of the life-
shortening risk factors” (Berliner Zeitung, 14.9.1971); that “the more overweight, the
higher the risk of nutritionally determined illnesses” (Presse Information, 3.9.1976),
that “for all of these diseases [cardiovascular diseases, conditions of the liver, gall
bladder, spine and joints, and difficulties during pregnancy and the post-partum
period] being overweight is a significant risk factor” (Bauern-Echo, 13.9.80), that
“being overweight is not in itself a disease but it is a health risk which promotes,
among other things, cardiovascular diseases and diabetes” (Berliner Zeitung,
24.10.1987), and that “being even slightly overweight when young or middle-aged
increases the risk of suffering from cardiovascular conditions” (Volksstimme
Magdeburg, 2.9.1988). The language of risk was also applied to the issue of “excess”
weight in other ways. For example, children of “overweight” parents were deemed to
be a particular “risk group” (Risikogruppe) for becoming “overweight” (Wochenpost,
21.12.1979). Furthermore, puberty, the post-partum period and retirement were
deemed to be “risk periods” (Risikozeiten) for putting on “excess” weight (Berliner

Zeitung, 25.4.1987).

In a socialist society, whose national identity was built upon contrasting the “risky”
nature of life under capitalism with the “security” of socialism, this new language of
risk was particularly striking. By adopting the risk factor model of disease in the early
1970s and relaying this to the public, the health authorities were therefore conveying

the idea that despite the social security provided by the state, life was “risky” and it
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was up to individuals to manage the risk with the help and guidance of the
paternalistic state. In this way, state propaganda was contributing to the process of
increasing individualism, which characterised life in the GDR during the 1970s and

1980s.

Another development during these decades was the discussion in the media of the
health impact of “excess” weight during childhood. These discussions became
particularly prominent in the late 1970s in response to the resolution issued in 1976
by the National Committee for Health Education. This stated that in the period 1976
to 1980 there needed to be a focus on “the healthy development of children and
young people in realisation of the Youth Law (Jugendgesetzes) of the GDR and the
“Action plan for the promotion of youth health education” (MaBnahmeplanes zur
Férderung der Gesundheitserziehung unter der Jugend) in connection with the sixth
National Conference for Health Education, the theme of which was to be “Youth and
Health 1977”.”%! Consequently, there was a media campaign to stress that not only
was an “overweight” adult body “unhealthy”, but so too was an “overweight” child’s
body. Articles such as “The fat child” (“Das dicke Kind”, Fiir Dich, 39, 1977)
emphasised that later in life “fat children” would be threatened by conditions such as
metabolic disease, diabetes, wearing of the joints and cardiovascular disease. Other
articles, such as “Children who are too fat” (“Zu dicke Kinder”, Neue Berliner
lllustrierte, 1, 1980), stressed the immediacy of health problems associated with
“excess” weight during childhood. These immediate problems included a higher
susceptibility to illness and infection, reduced Leistungsféhigkeit, and foot and
posture problems. The idea that an “overweight” child was an “unhealthy” child was

n (Il

promoted with article titles such as “Our Child is Ill: Adiposity (Overweight)” (“Unser

Kind ist krank: Adipositas (Ubergewichtigkeit)”, Fiir Dich, 49, 12, 1980).

1 SAPMO-BArch DQ113/32, “Beschluf der 10. Tagung der Nationalen Komitees fiir
Gesundheitserziehung der DDR vom 30.6.1976”. The “Jugendgesetz” mentioned in this quote was
passed by the Volkskammer in January 1974. It outlined the duties of the state towards the GDR’s
youth and the expectations the state had of East German youngsters. Paragraph one, clause two
stated “They [the GDR’s youth] should maintain their health and productive capacities (“Sie sollen sich
gesund und leistungsfdhig halten”). The clauses of paragraph forty also stressed the theme of youth
and health.
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In pushing this message, the health authorities knew that they were battling against
much older popular notions that “chubbiness” in childhood was a sign of health.
Attempts to address this popular “misconception” had begun even before the 1976
resolution by the National Committee for Health Education. For example, a 1973
health propaganda film entitled Are fat children healthier? tackled this question head
on. The doctor featured in the film answers definitively: “No, on the contrary. The
immune system of these children is reduced. They are more prone to illness and their

d.”® The issue continued to be addressed in the East

bodily capacities are restricte
German media until the late 1980s. For example, in an article published in 1988,
Professor Haenel argued that the continued existence of the idea that a “chubby
child” (molliges Kind) was a “healthy child” was due to memories of the famine during
the war and post-war period. He asserted that while this idea was valid during the

years when children were threatened with TB and diarrhoea, it no longer held true in

contemporary East Germany.63

The message that “overweight” children were “unhealthy” was directed not only at
adults but also at children themselves. For example, in 1980, a short cartoon film
addressing the topic of “overweight” children was made specifically for that age
group. Entitled Schlaraffenland (Cockaigne), it was produced by the GDR’s film
production company, DEFA, in partnership with the German Hygiene Museum. The
key message of the film was encapsulated in the repeatedly stated mantra: “Healthy
nutrition, plus sleep, plus exercise equals health, slimness, sportiness. Eating, plus
eating, plus eating, plus sleep, plus no exercise equals unhealthy, fat, indolence.” The
FDJ’'s newspaper, Junge Welt, also played a key role in informing the GDR’s youth
about the link between “excess” weight and ill health. Articles published by Junge
Welt on this topic included, “On some causes of Obesity” (“Uber einige Ursachen von
Fettsucht”, 25.5.1978), “Being overweight has serious consequences” (“Ubergewicht
hat ernste Folgen”, 13.13.1979) and “Why are so many people overweight?”

(“Warum sind so viele Leute (ibergewichtig?”, 26.61980).

®2 sind dicke Kinder gesiinder? (German Hygiene Museum film, 1973).
% “Dje Heimatlose Kiche”, Sonntag, 14.2.1988, 7.
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As a result of this ubiquitous health propaganda, East German adults and children
were hard pressed to escape the message that “excess” weight was detrimental to
physical health. However, not only were “overweight” bodies portrayed as physically
“unhealthy”, there was also the suggestion that “excess” weight was a sign of
psychological difficulties and problems. This message became particularly
pronounced in the health propaganda of the 1980s. During this decade, the
“psychologising” of “bad” eating habits was achieved through the propagation of the
idea that scientific knowledge about nutrition was not just the domain of nutritional
scientists and doctors but also of psychologists. This is starkly illustrated by an article
in Fir Dich in 1986 entitled ““Fat” can press on the soul”. This article was

accompanied by an illustration of a handwritten letter supposedly written by an East

German youngster, which read:

Being fat is stupid. One cannot wear fashionable clothes, and | have
really suffered from being fat. | liked to eat chocolate. The
psychologists said that eating is my “Hobby”.%*

The idea that “bad” eating habits had psychological foundations and that
psychologists needed to be involved to “correct” them was promoted by calling on
psychologists to offer advice about how to eat “healthily”. For example, the article in
which the above quotation appeared was based on an interview with a clinical
psychologist. Similarly, the booklet which accompanied the 1987 Radio DDR series
“Slim for the holidays — a radio course to lose weight” (Schlank in den Urlaub — ein
Radiokur zum Abnehmen), was authored by Hans-Albrecht Ketz (nutritional scientist)
and Hans Eichhorn (psychotherapist). This booklet stressed the psychological
foundations of the eating habits which led to “excess” weight. Readers were told that
these eating habits were caused by “reactions to negative everyday situations such as
reprimands, criticism, insults, lack of recognition and a desire for tenderness and
security.” Further, “more often than normal weight people, overweight people show
an oversensitivity towards the failures which we all have to deal with in our lives.”

According to the booklet, “overweight” people dealt with these failures by consuming

64 “/Speck’ kann auf die Seele drticken”, Fiir Dich, 40, 1986, 46.
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food. This led to “the subsiding of the depressive reaction, to a lifting of their mood
and even to a high”. For these reasons, the reader is told, lots of “overweight” people

consume food in an addictive fashion.®

This new psychologising discourse emerged largely out of health authorities’ attempts
in the 1980s to recognise and understand the psychological dimension of eating
behaviour. The beginnings of this interest in nutritional psychology can be seen in a
report from the Central Institute for Nutrition in 1983.% This report argued that the
didactic approach of relaying scientific “facts” to the public had been largely
unsuccessful in changing East Germans’ eating habits. Instead what was needed was
the development of a nutritional psychology which would uncover the foundations of
psychological processes. This knowledge could then be used to help the health
authorities steer the population’s eating habits. The report referred to the recent
development of nutritional psychology in West Germany and in the Anglo-American
world but criticised the discipline’s links to the advertising industry and to profit-
seeking food and drink companies. The report also criticised nutritional psychology in
the capitalist world for its one-sided focus on either biological or social aspects of
people’s eating behaviour. In contrast to capitalist nutritional psychology, the report
argued that in the GDR it would be firmly based on Marxist-Leninist understandings
of human behaviour which stressed the interrelationship between individual and
environment. The extent to which the GDR developed a socialist nutritional
psychology is beyond the scope of this thesis.®” However, it is important to note that
the health authorities’ new interest in the 1980s in psychological aspects of eating
behaviour led to the further stigmatisation of “overweight” individuals. No longer
were they portrayed as simply “physically unhealthy”, there was now also the

suggestion that they were “psychologically unhealthy” too.

® Hans-Albrecht Ketz and Hans Eichhorn, Schlank aber wie? (Berlin: VEB Verlag Volk und Gesundheit,
1987), 3-4.

*® DIfE Arch, Kasten 68, Blatt 6: H.-A. Ketz, “Psychologische Grundlagen des Erndhrungsverhalten und
Moglichkeiten seiner Beeinflussung”, 20.12.1983.

*” There is still much research to be done into this topic. Thoms argues that “a psychology of food
hardly existed at all. There was no understanding of the fact that people did not eat rationally, and
certainly not according to the principles of science. The state and scientists remained stuck in an old,
ineffective mindset in their fight against obesity and diabetes.” See Thoms, “Separated, but Sharing a
Health Problem”.
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So far, this section has focused on the propagated link between “health” and the
“overweight” body. However, it is important to consider also the connections made
in official health propaganda between “underweight” bodies and “health”. In the
immediate post-war period, as famine had swept across Germany, “underweight”
bodies had had a significant presence in public health discourse. Concern about
“underweight” bodies had persisted into the late 1950s. This is shown by the
inclusion in a 1950s touring health exhibition of a poster advising East Germans on
how to put on weight.68 However, from the 1960s, for reasons already discussed,
health propaganda largely ignored “underweight” bodies. Instead, it focused on
making the “fat” body thinner. There were only occasional references to
“underweight” bodies and when references were made to them, they were often
portrayed as unproblematic and “healthy”. This is clearly illustrated by excerpts from
two articles which appeared in East German newspapers. The first, entitled “Thin
people (Diinnen) also have worries: advice for correct nutrition for those who are

underweight (Untergewichtige)”, appeared in 1969:

A slim person, who maintains the same body weight for years,
whose diet meets the requirements of wholesome nutrition, and
who above all else feels well and leistungsféhig, can be considered
to be well. Life expectancy is known to be higher and the frequency
of illness is lower than is the case with overweight people.®®

The second article, containing the same message, appeared in 1982:

If someone is very slim, even extremely slim, but feels well and
remains leistungsfdhig, and also does not suffer from any particular
illness, then there is no cause for concern. Here there is a
constitutional, natural (angeborene) slimness which is frequently
found in some families. Such “underweight” is unproblematic, it is

% Between 1956 and 1959 an exhibition entitled “Wellness is becoming! An exhibition about healthy
nutrition” toured the GDR. One poster in this exhibition gave advice on how to become fatter. It told
viewers to eat high-calorie, high-fat meals; avoid sour dishes and unripe fruit; stop smoking; eat plenty
of food; take plenty of time to eat and sleep after eating.

ise Beck, “Auch die Diinnen haben Sorgen: Ratschldge zur richitigen Ernahrung fir
Untergewichtige”, Bauern-Echo, 6.9.1969.
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not associated with health disadvantages. It is not at all comparable

with the negative health consequences of being “overweight”.”®

Comments such as these helped to construct a hierarchy of body types through the
normalising discourse of health. Whereas “overweight” bodies were portrayed,
without exception, as being “unhealthy” and, as we shall see, as almost always the
result of “incorrect” eating behaviour, “underweight” bodies were often portrayed as
“healthy” and “natural”. However, it is important to note that “underweight” bodies
were not always portrayed as unproblematic. During the 1970s and 1980s, references
to “underweight” bodies did increasingly take a critical standpoint. As will be
explored in more detail in the next chapter, during these decades East Germans were
told that it was becoming common for girls to reduce their food intake to such an
extent that they became “underweight”. This behaviour, and the resultant
“underweight” body, was deemed to be just as mistaken and “unhealthy” as the
practice of becoming “overweight” through the consumption of too many calories.
Nevertheless, it must be recognised that the propagation of this message was far less
intense than the propagation of the message that the “overweight” body was

“unhealthy”.

Body Weight and Aesthetics

“Overweight” bodies were not only portrayed as “unhealthy”, they were also
portrayed as “unaesthetic”, “unfashionable” and “unattractive”. Despite attempts by
SED functionaries in the 1950s to create socialist fashion ideals which “glorified
‘timeless’ proletarian and rural forms, such as ‘good, solid’ overalls, aprons and
dirndls, worn by stocky women performing hard manual labour”, the dominant
beauty ideal in the GDR remained fixated on the slender body.”* The incompatibility

of “excess” weight with contemporary beauty ideals was recognised at the

conference “Nutrition and Health” in December 1959:

" “puch Appetit muB sein”, Wochenpost, 11, 12.3.1982.

* Judd Stitziel, “On the Seam between Socialism and Capitalism: East German Fashion Shows”, in
David Crew (ed.), Consuming Germany in the Cold War (Oxford and New York, Berg, 2003), 51-85.
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Body forms resulting from excessive fat deposits in no way fit
with our contemporary beauty ideal. However, obesity is not
only unattractive, it contributes to numerous ilinesses.”?

In the decades following this conference, the East German health authorities used the
already-existing notion that the “overweight” body was “unattractive” in their

attempts to persuade East Germans to regulate their body weight so that it would

III IH

conform to contemporary definitions of “optimal”, or at least “normal”, weight. By
pursuing this strategy, the health authorities played a part in the perpetuation of a
beauty ideal which, as in the West, glorified the slender body and stigmatised the

“overweight” body.

A common way in which health propaganda suggested that the “overweight” body
was unattractive was by insinuating that “overweight” people would struggle to find
love. Interestingly, while the slender body ideal was traditionally associated
particularly with the female body, much of this health propaganda focused on the
“overweight” male body. Three examples serve to illustrate this point. First, there is
the health propaganda film Obesity (1965). This tells the story of Karin and Paul. In
the first scene the viewer meets Karin looking at a picture of slim, athletic Paul whom
she is about to meet for a date (see figure 10). In the next scene, a horrified Karin
realises that this former “chick-magnet” (Schwarm der Damen) has become an
“overweight”, “gluttonous” man (see figure 10). The viewer is then told that Karin’s
love for Paul had disappeared but she decides to take control of his life by radically
changing his diet and lifestyle: fish instead of meat; juice instead of beer; plenty of
exercise. Paul is shown dancing, and as he dances he becomes thinner. In the final
frame, the viewer sees a slim Paul and Karin, happily in love, dancing together. The
message is clear: had Paul not changed his lifestyle and lost the weight, Karin would
not have fallen in love with him. The second example conveys a very similar message.
As shown in figure 11 this is an illustration which appeared in a 1966 edition of the
newspaper, Tribiine. It shows an “overweight” man ruefully gazing at two slim

women. After discovering how much he weighs, the man reduces his food intake and,

72 SAPMO-BArch, DQ1/22303 — Erndhrung und Lebensweise — Vortrage und Tagungen, 1957-1963.
Erndhrung und Gesundheit. 18 Dezember 1959.
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after he has lost his “excess” pounds, finds love. The article, which this illustration
accompanied, was entitled “Fat and Round is not Healthy” (“Dick und Rund nicht
gesund”). The juxtaposition of this title with the illustration focuses the reader’s mind
on two of the key aspects of health propaganda concerning body weight: health and
aesthetics. Finally, the third example is the front cover illustration of a 1972 weight-
loss guide (see figure 12). This shows an “overweight” man wistfully looking at a
happy, slim couple strolling past. Again, the message is clear: “excess” weight is an

obstacle to finding love and happiness.

Image removed due to Image removed due to
copyright restrictions. copyright restrictions.

Figure 10: Paul from the film Obesity (1965)"

Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

Consists of a sequence of four
drawings:

1. An “overweight” man looking at
two slender women passing by.

2. The “overweight” man standing
on a pair of scales.

3. The “overweight” man refusing
food from a waiter.

4. The formerly “overweight” man,
now much thinner, being embraced
by a slender woman. Both are
surrounded by a love heart.

Figure 11: “Dick und Rund nicht Gesund”, Tribiine, 1966

73 part of the DHMD Arch collection.
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Image removed due to
copyright restrictions.

Figure 12: Life’s better when you’re slim (1972)”*

Despite these examples of the “overweight” male body being deemed “unattractive”,
there remained a strong cultural link between female beauty and the slender body.
This was made abundantly clear in weight-loss guides targeted specifically at women.
For example, in the introduction to a 1961 weight-loss guide the reader is told that
the advice in this booklet provides the woman who is serious about her beauty and
health with practical and effective tips on how to regulate weight through diet.”
Similarly, a 1964 booklet entitled Cosmetics for the Working Woman (Kosmetik der
berufstdtigen Frau), which advised women on how to lose weight through diet and
exercise, explained that a healthy lifestyle provided the best foundation to maintain
a woman'’s feminine charms. These charms were centred on her appearance, central
to which was a slim figure. Another 1960s publication declared that “our layers of fat
take away our young, fresh look and destroy women’s lovely appearance.”’® Advice
which stressed the particular need of women to diet in order to maintain or regain a
slender body continued into the 1970s. For example, an article in March 1971 made

the following statement:

At the Il Women’s Congress a portrait of the woman of the 1970s
was drawn. She is smart, widely educated, self-confident, multi-
dimensional, active and charming. But how must such a woman

7 Part of the DHMD Arch collection.

7 Lisa Mrose, Schlank durch richtige Erndhrung: Eine Schlankheitskost auf laktovegetabilischer
Ernéhrungsbasis (Berlin: VEB Verlag Volk und Gesundheit, 1961), 3.

e Eugen Baunach, Das Geheimnis der schlanken Linie: Vom Wesen der Fettsucht Wege zu ihre
Uberwindung (Berlin: VEB Verlag Volk und Gesundheit, 1967), 37.
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look? Certainly not heavy (schwergewichtig), rather more slim, well-
proportioned, graceful and elastic; a woman who, regardless of age,
controls her body and her movements, who lets her personality
show on the outside.”’

Just as with the messages about health, these messages about attractiveness focused
on the consequences an “overweight” body would have for the individual. However,
with the messages about health, the concept of Volksgesundheit made clear how
appeals to individual health fitted in with socialist ideology, which emphasised the
collective over the individual. What then of appeals to individual attractiveness?
Were they not anathema to the collectivist ideology of socialism? On the face of it,
one would think so. However, an article from 1970 reveals that attempts were made
to link the aesthetics of the slender body to the development of the all-important
socialist personality. This article, which was based on an interview with Professor Kurt
Winter, rector of the German Academy for Advanced Medical Training and director of

the Hygiene Institute at the Humboldt University, contains the following exchange:

N[eues]D[eutschland]: Being overweight (das Ubergewicht) does not
just have negative effects on health. It does not just lead to
cardiovascular diseases, rather it is also unaesthetic. A socialist
personality distinguishes itself, in a way which should also be
outwardly recognisable. Figuratively speaking, we should cut a good
figure (eine gute Figur angeben).

Professor Winter: That is very important. One really should ensure
that a beauty ideal in accordance with socialism is generally
asserted. Even a woman over forty years old can and should be
beautiful (schén). In the first place, this involves spiritual charm but
also requires her to cut a good figure. It lies in her hands. And that
also applies to men.”®

Such an explicit reference to the purported link between the aesthetic value of a
body which is not “overweight” and the duties of good socialists does not appear to
have been common in the East German media. However, there were other occasional
references to the social importance, for aesthetic reasons, of maintaining a “good

figure”. For example, the 1987 booklet Slim but how? contained this vitriolic

77 “Besser gesund und schlank als wohlbeleibt und krank”, Fiir Dich, 12, March 1971, 40-41.
78 “Leben Sie eigentlich gesund?”, Neues Deutschland, 4.7.1970.
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comment: “it is grotesque how unaware overweight people are of their appearance,

of their form and of their effect on other people.”””

Rather than stress the social importance of being “aesthetically pleasing”, it was far
more common for magazine and newspaper articles simply to make reference to the
fact that “excess” weight was not only a threat to health but also a “cosmetic flaw”
(Schénheitsfehler), “cosmetic problem” (kosmetisches Problem) or “aesthetic
problem” (dsthetisches Problem). For example, an article published in Fiir Dich in

1971 made the following statement:

Being overweight (Ubergewicht) does not just have a negative effect
on health but also on our appearance. Let’s be honest: excess
pounds are unaesthetic, offend the eyes. When we see a well-
covered person, we silently imagine how good he would look
without the layer of fat. That applies to men as much as for
women.®°

Some health films and articles in the 1970s, tried to help East Germans visualise the
extent of this “aesthetic problem” by telling them that “84,500 t[onnes] of excess fat
are sitting around”.?! By 1980, East Germans were being told that this figure had risen
to 100,000 tonnes of “excess” body fat, which, if it needed to be transported, would
require around one hundred freight trains!®* Clearly, these statistics were intended to

invite disgust about body fat.

Despite the promotion of the idea that “excess” weight was “unattractive”, threats of
illness and promises of “health” constituted the key strategy in official attempts to
persuade East Germans to regulate their body weight. References to aesthetics
complemented the central message concerned with health. A report from the Central

Institute of Youth Research in 1974 recommended that this two-pronged strategy

”® Hans-Albrech Ketz and Hans Eichhorn, Schlank aber wie? (Berlin: VEB Verlag Volk und Gesundheit,
1987), 4. Part of the DHMD Arch collection.

8 Dr. Ursula Winnigton, “Besser gesund und schlank als wohlbeleibt und krank”, Fiir Dich, 12, March
1971, 40-41.

81 “84500t Fett sitzen Uberflussig herum”, Junge Welt, 24.3.72. The health propaganda film Gewicht
(1974) stated that 84,000 tonnes of excess body fat existed in the GDR.

8 mWundermittel aus der Kartoffel”, Neue Berliner Illustrierte, 47, 1980.
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should also be used in propaganda aimed at the GDR’s youth. The report’s section

“Motives for Striving for Normal Weight” stated that:

Overall one can conclude that the argumentation for striving for
normal weight can effectively be built on the motive of health (in
conjunction with Leistungsfdhigkeit). This argumentation can be
effectively supported with reference to appearance (das Aussehen)
and clothing (die Kleidung).®?

Articles in Junge Welt which made reference to the aesthetic aspect of “excess”

weight suggest that this recommendation was adopted.84

References to appearance continued to play a supporting role to the main argument
of health throughout the 1980s. However, a 1988 report from the working group on
nutrition, a sub-committee of the National Committee for Health Education, asserted

that arguments about appearance should be given priority over those about health:

A new quality is required in the work of education and
upbringing: operating with reason and emotion (primary
argumentation with personal attractiveness, sportiness, beauty,
nice teeth etc, secondarily with health and long life).®

This recommendation echoed the findings of the British Health Education Council
which had reported a decade earlier that the most effective way to promote a
healthy lifestyle was to stress the cosmetic benefits of fitness and healthy eating.®®
The East German working group’s suggestion that a similar change should be made

in the GDR suggests that not only was there a belief among some members of the

8 SAPMO-BArch, DC4/2100, Zentral Institut fir Jugendforschung, “Jugend und Gesundheit:
Forschungsbericht”, May/June 1974, 151.

8 See, for example, “Fettsucht — ein krank machendes Ubel”, Junge Welt, 13.9.1974, which stated that
“obesity is not only an aesthetic but most importantly an illness-producing malady”; and
“Ubergewicht hat ernste Folgen”, Junge Welt, 13.12.1979, which similarly reminded readers that
obesity was not only a “cosmetic problem” but was also linked to illnesses and a reduction in life
expectancy.

¥ SAPMO-BArch, DQ113 — Nationales Komitee fiir Gesundheiterziehung der DDR Arbeitsgruppe
“Erndhrung”. “Entwurf der Thesen zur auBerordentlichen Vollversammlung des Nationalen Komitees
fir Gesundheitserziehung der DDR zum Thema ‘Erndhrung’”, 27 October 1988.

% Mike Featherstone, “The Body in Consumer Culture”, Theory, Culture and Society, 1, 18, 1982, 18-
33.
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National Committee for Health Education that the strategy of focusing primarily on
the link between body weight and health had been ineffective but also that the GDR
was participating in wider cultural trends in which the outward appearance of the
body was viewed as an increasingly important determinant of individuals’ behaviour
and consumer choices. This could be viewed as a marker of the process of increasing

individualism which, by the 1980s, was visible in many areas of life in the GDR.

Body weight and morality

Alongside arguments which focused on health and aesthetics, another key strategy
which was used by East German health authorities in their attempts to regulate their
citizens’ consumption habits and body weight was the construction and propagation
of a moral dimension to these issues. Socialist morality, as defined by the SED,
demanded a commitment to the collective. This meant that East Germans were
expected to act in such a way which would benefit not only themselves but the
whole of society. Such an expectation demanded personal qualities such as self-
discipline and a strong sense of responsibility. As outlined above, socialist morality
also demanded that East Germans embody their commitment to the collective
through the maintenance of “healthy”, “productive” bodies. Although the state was
to play an important role in enabling its citizens to do this, from the late 1950s there
was an increasing emphasis on the personal responsibility of each individual to make
reasoned lifestyle choices in accordance with socialist scientific knowledge-claims
and also to display self-discipline. The importance of doing this was highlighted by
the following statement made by Walter Ulbricht, First Secretary of the SED, at the

sixth Party Congress in 1963:

According to scientific findings one should not eat too much butter
because it causes arteriosclerosis. That is the reason why | do not
eat so much, because | do not only want to outlive the Adenauer
government, rather | want to outlive other governments in West
Germany too!®’

¥ Cited in Madarasz, “Perceptions of Health”.
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By making this statement Ulbricht was claiming to model the behaviour he expected
of his fellow-citizens: adherence to the nutritional advice which was presented to
them in health exhibitions and the media. In this way, the statement clearly shows

the politicisation of scientific knowledge-claims and individual nutritional choices.

In this context, the notion of personal responsibility became a particularly prominent
feature of official discourses about body weight and consumption. An early example
of a piece of health propaganda informing East Germans of their personal
responsibility for their body weight and consumption can be seen in figure 13. This is
a poster from the 1960-1962 touring exhibition “Your nutrition — Your Health”. The
text on the poster reads: “Being too full up makes you lethargic. Like this or this? It's

III

up to you!” This text, in conjunction with the depiction of an “overweight” couple
with their heads bowed, implies that being “overweight” reduces efficiency and
productivity. This point is driven home by contrasting the “overweight” man and
woman with the slim couple who, with their heads raised, seem to be marching
purposely forward (presumably into a bright socialist future). In this way, the poster
constructs a moral dimension to body weight by forging a link between individual
consumption, body weight and productivity. However, even more importantly, it

makes clear that each individual is responsible for his or her consumption choices:

“It’s up to you!”

Image removed due to
copyright restrictions.

Figure 13: Poster from touring health exhibition “Your nutrition — Your health” (1960-

1962)%®

® part of the DHMD Arch collection.
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Another way in which personal responsibility for body weight was stressed was in the
frequent attempts to dispel the popular notion that “excess” weight was caused
either by a hereditary or glandular condition or some other physical illness. For
example, in 1966 East German readers of the article “Fat and Round Is Not Healthy”
(“Dick und rund nicht gesund”, Tribiine, 19.7.1966) were told that “a glandular
condition or other organic illnesses are the causes of obesity in only extremely rare
cases.” This message continued to be relayed to the public throughout the 1970s and
1980s. For example, in an article entitled “Is obesity also inheritable?” (Bauern-Echo,
10.1.1978), East Germans were told that “95% of all fat people (Dicken) suffer neither
from a hereditary nor a glandular condition.” The figure of 95% was repeated in an

article in Fiir Dich in 1986:

Overweight people often claim that they eat less than others and
still become fat. They claim that they are ill. Investigations have
revealed that a maximum of 5% of people are overweight because
basic bodily processes are not functioning properly. With the
remaining 95% it is clearly incorrect eating habits which lead to
being overweight.89

One of the most commonly cited “incorrect eating habits” was the habit of eating
“too much” and “too many calories”. According to one article, estimates suggested

that “85% of those who are overweight constantly eat too much”.”

Attempts to dispel the popular notion that “overweight” people were victims of their
bodies led to the promotion of the idea that these people lacked the highly valued
qualities of self-discipline and self-control. Images such as those shown in figures 14,
15, 16 and 17 suggested that “overweight” people were gluttons or pigs.
Furthermore, if one looks carefully at the types of food depicted in figures 14 and 15,
one sees fine cakes, meat, lobster and exotic fruits. These foods can be viewed as
symbolic of older, pre-socialist notions of “good eating”. Therefore, the “overweight”
individuals in these posters are presented as “unsocialist” not only because of the

amount they have consumed but because of what they have gorged on.

8 “Guter Rat: Erst pummelig, dann dick”, Fiir Dich, 40, 1986, 41-43.
% «|8 gesiinder!Hab mehr vom Leben”, Neues Deutschland, 4.1.1969.
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Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

A drawing of an “overweight”
man holding a large knife and
fork. His big, round stomach is a
plate of sausage, ham, cake and
chocolates.

Figure 14: “Exquisite but dangerous”, German Hygiene Museum poster, 1965.°

Image removed due to copyright
restrictions.

A drawing of an “overweight”
man sitting at a dining table.
Within his stomach can be seen
lobsters, fish, roasted chickens
and tropical fruits, such as
pineapple and banana.

Figure 15: Fiir Dich, 1975.%

*! Part of the DHMD Arch collection.
%2 This illustration also appeared in Das Magazin, January 1967, 46.
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Image removed due to copyright restrictions.

A drawing of an “overweight” man and woman standing in
front of a table bedecked with food.

Figure 16: A cartoon which appeared in Neues Deutschland on 15 August 1970. The
text reads: “All year we hardly eat anything but at Christmas we really indulge
ourselves!”

Image removed due to Image removed due to
copyright restrictions. copyright restrictions.

A drawing of a pig standing A drawing of a pig wearing
upright and wearing a suit. a suit.

Figure 17: lllustrations from an educational booklet about nutrition and health
(undated but appears to be from the 1980s).”

By portraying “overweight” people as gluttons who lacked self-discipline and self-
control, consumption habits and body weight seem to have been promoted in official
discourses as indicators of character. In some health propaganda, this message was
delivered unambiguously. For example, under the sub-heading “Eating habits = a
matter of character”, an article from 1969 stated that obesity is “the result of a lack
of self-discipline and self-control.”®* Although not all references to the link between

27 “"

“self-discipline” and a “healthy”, “normal weight” body referred so explicitly to the

» Manfred Méhr, Ernéhrung und Gesundheit: Was jeder von der Erndhrung wissen sollte,
(Warenzeichenverband fiir Didtetische Erzeugnisse Berlin in Zusammenarbeit mit der Zentralstelle fur
Werbung und Messen des Ministeriums fiir Bezirkgeleitete Industrie und Lebensmittelindustrie,
undated), 3 & 8. Part of the DHMD collection held by the SachsHStA.

% “|8 gesiinder!Hab mehr vom Leben”, Neues Deutschland, 4.1.1969.
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” o

notion of “character”, the frequent use of the terms “self-discipline”, “self-control”

I”

and “iron will” in health propaganda are certainly suggestive of this link.

One could easily get the impression reading this propaganda that “overweight”
people had innate character “flaws” which led them to “overeat”. Giving this
impression was not usually, however, the intention of the health authorities. The
socialist model for understanding human behaviour was based on the premise of
material dialectics. According to this model, human behaviour was not determined
by an innate, immutable character but by the interaction of an individual with her
environment. Furthermore, human behaviour was viewed as largely learned, rather
than innate. As was made clear by an article published in 1981, this model was also

applied to official views of eating behaviour:

Human behaviour can never be explained solely with reference to
personality structure, rather always with reference to the
interaction between personality and environment. For this reason,
being overweight has nothing to do with the character of a
person...In nearly all cases it is not weakness of character which
leads to continuous excessive eating, rather it is learned eating
habits which lead to this.”

In keeping with this model of human behaviour, the central message of healthy-
eating propaganda from the late 1950s to the collapse of the GDR in 1990 was that
by employing “self-discipline” and “self-control” East Germans could unlearn
“unhealthy” eating habits and learn “healthy” ones, thereby ensuring a “healthy”,

n u

“productive”, “normal weight” body.

The emphasis on learned eating habits led to a particular focus on families. Although
health propaganda stressed the important role played by communal eating facilities
in providing the population with nutritious meals, it also emphasised the moral duty
of parents, particularly mothers, to ensure that their children ate “healthily” and
maintained a “healthy” body weight. This message appeared in health propaganda

from the late 1950s but assumed particular importance from the mid-1970s as health

> “Gewogen und zu schwer befunden”, Wochenpost, 20.3.1981.
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authorities increasingly focused on the issue of “youth and health”. A good example
of the propagation of this message is provided by the health propaganda film “Fat
Children” (“Dicke Kinder”, 1975). After outlining the problems faced by “fat children”,
the film asks where the blame for their predicament lies. The answer provided by the
film is that blame does not lie with the canteens of the GDR’s schools and
kindergartens, which do everything to follow the healthy guidelines set out by the
Central Institute for Nutrition. Rather, fault lies with the parents. The film points out
that “nobody is born a greedy-guts (VielfraB)”. Instead, the children’s suffering is
born out of the bad eating habits of the parents, which have led to a dependency on
food comparable to an addiction such as alcoholism. The suggestion here is that just
as alcoholism is considered to be “abnormal” and “deviant”, so is “excessive” eating.
The strategy of instilling parents with a sense of responsibility, blame and guilt
reaches its zenith at the end of the film when, panning in on a stone cherub, the
narrator intones, “He has no parents. He cannot reproach them for shortening his life
expectancy through poor diet”. Although this film spoke explicitly of parental
responsibility and suggested that both mothers and fathers were to blame for the
existence of “overweight” children, other pieces were directed specifically at the
mother. For example, the article “The fat child” (“Das dicke Kind”, Fiir Dich, 39, 1977)
stated that the sufferings of the “overweight” fifteen year-old Juliane, the girl
featured in the article, were partly the result of the “nutritional sins of her mother

during pregnancy.”

Parents were thus held morally accountable for the eating habits and body weight of
their children. However, children themselves did not escape moral accountability.
The idea that children should take responsibility for their own body weight is the
central message of the health propaganda film, Cockaigne (Schlaraffenland, 1980).
This film, aimed specifically at children, contrasts the activities of a group of
“healthy”, “slim” children with those of a group of “unhealthy”, “overweight”
children. What is particularly interesting about this film is the moral messages it
contains. Throughout the film, the “overweight” children are referred to as “the

chubbies” (die Mollis). Even Kundi, the figure of authority in the film, uses this word
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to describe them.’® The idea that it is acceptable to define someone by their “excess”
body weight and to make degrading comments about it is furthered when one of the
“slim” children tells an “overweight” counterpart that he has “pudding muscles”
(Puddingmusklen). In this way, the film appears to be endorsing the teasing of
children who are deemed by their peers to be “overweight”. That such teasing was
commonplace in the GDR is suggested by the number of magazine and newspaper
articles which cite “Spott” (mockery) and “Hdnselei” (teasing) as disadvantages faced
by “overweight” children.”” These articles do not condemn such teasing, rather they
suggest that it is just another reason for ensuring that children do not become
“overweight”. Another significant aspect of the film, Schlaraffenland, is that the
viewer is constantly invited to be on the side of the “slim” children. This is achieved
in several ways. First, while the “slim” children are portrayed as disciplined and full of
energy, the “overweight” children are portrayed as greedy and lazy. While the
former go off to train for the upcoming sports events, the latter go to the patisserie
and gorge on cake and ice-cream. Second, the sportman-like behaviour of the “slim”
children is contrasted with the deviousness of the “overweight” children. After the
tug-of-war event, which the “slim” children have inevitably won, they offer to help
the “overweight” children back on to their feet. This stands in stark contrast to the
“overweight” children’s attempt to sabotage their “slim” competitors’ chance of
winning the pole-climbing event by smearing their pole with grease. Thus, as with so
much of the health propaganda, this film seems to be equating body weight with

moral character.

A final important aspect of the moral dimension of consumption and body weight, as
constructed by official health propaganda, was the idea that “excessive”

consumption and “excess” body weight were socially irresponsible. East Germans

% Kundi was a cartoon figure, similar to the much-loved Sandmdnnchen (Sandman), who appeared in
a series of German Hygiene Museum films aimed at children. See Uta Schwarz, ““Der Schmutzfink”
und “Grofalarm bei Kundi”: Film und Gesundheitsaufklarung nach 1945”, in Susanne Roepiger and
Heidrun Merk (eds), Hauptsache gesund! Gesundheitsaufklérung zwischen Disziplinierung und
Emanzipation (Marburg: Jonas Verlag, 1998), 154-168.

7 For example, see, “Das dicke Kind”, Fiir Dich, 39, 1977; “Niedliches Pummelchen”, Wochenpost,
21.12.1979; “Schwergewichtige haben es oft schwer”, Neue Zeit, 28.2.1980; “Unser Kind ist Krank:
Adipositas (Ubergewichtigkeit), Fiir Dich, 49, 1980; “Hilfe fiir “kleine Dicke””, Bauern-Echo, 9.5.1987;
“Was Hanschen gern ift, wird auch Hans gut munden”, Bauern-Echo, 17.6.1987.
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were repeatedly told of the cost of “obesity” to the state. This cost came in many
forms. Not only did “excessive” consumption constitute a waste of foodstuffs
(Nahrungsmittel) but the resultant illnesses lowered national productivity through
absenteeism and cost the state money in the form of social insurance payments.
Exactly how much this all cost the state varied in different pieces of propaganda. For
example, the health film entitled “Is being full up a sign of correct nutrition?” (/st
sattsein richtig erndhrt?, 1967) told East Germans that almost half of the social
insurance payments made each year was used to treat conditions which were
directly or indirectly the result of “incorrect nutrition”. Elsewhere East Germans were
told that the total annual cost was four hundred million marks (Die Wirtschaft,
17.2.1971), six hundred million marks (Forum, 4, 1973), around two to three billion
marks (Berliner Zeitung, 25.11.1973), 1.4 billion marks (Junge Welt, 16.2.1974) and 2
billion marks (Bauern-Echo, 13.9.1980). Whatever the true figure, the message was
clear: being “overweight” was not only a private problem, it was a social one. East
Germans who allowed themselves to become “overweight” were failing in their
socialist duty to maintain a “healthy” body and thereby contribute to the
Volksgesundheit. In short, they were failing to live up to socialist morality which

demanded that they act in the interests of the collective.

IV. Conclusion

Although this chapter has focused on the construction and propagation of official
discourses about health, bodies and consumption, rather than on their reception, it is
important to note that these discourses were not simply accepted or ignored by the
East German population. Rather they were part of a discursive network in which
discourses not only influenced East Germans’ everyday perceptions and experiences
but were actively negotiated by individual GDR citizens. This is perhaps best
illustrated by two letters which were published in the Berliner Zeitung. The first was

published in 1971:

Our reader Frau J. complains that people who suffer from obesity
are portrayed as gluttons (Fresser) who preoccupy themselves all



day with stuffing themselves with lots of food which is as high in
calories as possible. She continues: “I myself belong to the obese,
although I’'m on my feet from early in the morning until late at night,
have to look after a large household, work full time and have just
completed a three-year women’s special study course
(Frauensonderstudium).” Frau J. also points out that one should not
always reproach obese people for their girth: “no-one should
believe that being fat is a pleasure for us fatties (Dicke).”

109

The second letter, written by Jutta N. from Berlin, appeared in the Berliner Zeitung in

1987:

Recently, two words have been spiriting through the press: “Get
thinner!” Now, | have nothing against a good and thereby healthy
figure. However, | do have something against the fact that suddenly
we fatties (Dickerchen) are being so demonised. One is reluctant to
completely finish one’s plate in a restaurant. If one heartily tucks
into one’s breakfast for everyone to see, then there are covert
smirks...I had really changed my eating habits, exactly as instructed
— but | simply cannot bear this life-long stress. My husband feels
exactly the same and we no longer accept why we should continue
to chastise ourselves in this way. An extra few pounds and thereby
also a happy, even-tempered person — is that not worth more than
being someone who is starving and concerned about her figure?98

The authors of both of these letters link the negative portrayal of “overweight”

people in the East German media to their own negative experiences of being

“overweight”. Jutta N. also reveals her adoption and subsequent rejection of the

“healthy” consumption practices propagated in East German health propaganda.

Although these two letters are not necessarily indicative of general experiences of

being an “overweight” East German, they do highlight the importance of official

health discourses in the construction of personal experience and the way in which

individual East Germans negotiated these discourses.

As this chapter has shown, the official health discourses, to which Frau J. and Jutta N.

referred, formed a discursive context in which East Germans were encouraged to

monitor their consumption and body weight through engaging in practices of

% “xampagne gegen die Dicken?”, Berliner Zeitung, 10/11.10.1987, 11.
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weighing, counting and mathematisation. In order to persuade them to engage in
these practices, the notions of “normal weight” and “optimal” or “ideal weight” were
propagated. Simultaneously, the “overweight” body was stigmatised as “unhealthy”
and “unattractive”, and the “overweight” individual was stigmatised as “immoral”.
Although, as will become clearer in the next chapter, these discourses were not the
only ones which influenced East Germans’ perceptions and experiences of health,
bodies and consumption, they were nevertheless a significant feature of the East
German media-scape, particularly in the 1970s and 1980s. Indeed, the volume of
health propaganda in the media led Professor Haenel to state in an interview in 1988
that he had feared that it would soon get on East Germans’ nerves.” Whether or not
it did so, and whether or not they believed all of it or acted on any of it, it certainly

provided East Germans with possible ways for thinking about issues of health, bodies

and consumption, as well as possible ways of behaving in relation to these issues.

In light of this chapter’s analysis of the production and dissemination of health
propaganda focusing on body weight and body fat, it seems plausible to argue that,
despite the absence of capitalist industries with vested interests in creating a cultural
environment in which people monitor and discipline their own bodies, there did exist
“a general discursive network concerned with analysis, regulation and
normalisation”, which venerated the “slender” body and stigmatised the
“overweight” body.100 Thus, it is reasonable to assert that the argument that
anorexia nervosa is a “discursive event” within such a network does have purchase in
the East German context. However, whereas in the West discourses of weighing,
counting and mathematisation were promoted by state authorities and by profit-
seeking industries, in the GDR it was the state which was the primary promoter of
such discourses. Nevertheless, as will be explored in greater detail in the next
chapter, East Germans’ adoption of practices intended to control body weight were

not influenced by state-sponsored discourses alone.

% “Dje Heimatlose Kiche”, Sonntag, 14.2.1988, 7.
100 Bray and Colebrook, “Haunted Flesh”, 63.
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Chapter 4

Discourses and Cultures of Dieting

Many studies have linked the rise of anorexia nervosa in the West since the 1960s
with the pervasiveness of dieting in capitalist societies. It is argued that dieting
culture is fuelled in these societies largely by the mass-market weight-control
industry, which includes innumerable weight-loss plans and groups, such as Weight
Watchers, as well as dieting books and foods. Weight-loss techniques are also
propagated by the mass media, particularly in women’s magazines, and are often
endorsed by celebrities. Within this context, girls and women, especially, become
pre-occupied with the size and shape of their bodies, and it becomes common for
them to talk with friends and colleagues about weight and to swap tips about dieting
techniques. Some scholars, such as Brumberg, argue that in a culture which
encourages girls and women to diet, some become “addicted” to losing weight and
develop anorexia nervosa.® Other scholars take a more post-structuralist view,
arguing that dieting discourses form an important part of the discursive context

III

which constructs weight-loss and food refusal as a meaningful “technology of the

self” in weight-phobic societies.

These arguments raise questions about the pervasiveness of discourses and cultures
of dieting in the East German context. In the previous chapter, it was argued that,
despite the absence of capitalist industries, there existed in the GDR a discursive
network, drawing on “science”, “aesthetics” and “morality”, which venerated the
“slender” body and stigmatised the “fat” one. In the name of “health” and
“productivity”, the state encouraged East Germans to monitor their body weight and
that of their family. For those found to be “overweight”, there was only one solution:

weight-loss. But how, according to state propaganda, was this to be achieved?

This chapter explores the state-promoted discourses which instructed East Germans

on how to lose weight. In so doing, it analyses the extent to which they were shaped

! Joan Jacobs Brumberg, Fasting Girls: The History of Anorexia Nervosa (New York: Vintage Books,
1988), 40-41.
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by pre-socialist cultural legacies, new socialist ideas and values, and
contemporaneous western trends and discourses. It also examines cultures of
dieting in the GDR. This includes an exploration of those who dieted and how and
why they did so. In this way, the chapter analyses the gender and class dimensions of
dieting within the East German context. Ultimately, it assesses the pervasiveness of
discourses and cultures of dieting in the GDR and the ways in which they were

constructed and operated.

I. The Re-emergence of Dieting Discourses in the 1950s

Popular obsessions with body weight and dieting had first begun to take hold of the
German middle classes in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.? During
this period, a new slender body ideal had been promoted by the media, new
fashions, and medical practitioners. By the mid-1920s, after the interruption of the
First World War, dieting had become a widespread part of everyday life for many
Germans. Indicative of this new interest in the slender body was the flooding of the
book market with dieting advice literature. One particularly popular genre of dieting
books was Fastenliteratur, which advised readers on how to lose weight through
periodic fasting. Newspaper and magazine advertisements for weight-loss products,
including various pills, potions and contraptions, also became common during this
time. Although doctors certainly played a part in new fears concerning “excess” body
weight, many medical professionals were alarmed by the new trend of weight-loss

fanaticism and warned against radical weight-loss programmes and anti-fat piIIs.3

After the Nazis’ assumption of power in 1933, dieting discourses had remained a
feature of everyday life. This can be seen in the numerous advertisements for

weight-loss products which appeared in the Nazi Party’s women’s magazine NS-

? Sabine Merta, Wege und Irrwege zum modernen Schlankheitskult: Didtkost und Kérperkultur als
Suche nach neuen Lebensstilformen 1880-1930 (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner Verlag, 2003). Obsessions
with body weight and dieting took hold of the American middle classes during the same period. See
Peter N. Stearns, Fat History: Bodies and Beauty in the Modern West (New York: New York University
Press, 1997).

’See Merta, Wege und Irrwege, 531-532.
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Frauen Warte.* Despite the promotion of such products in a Nazi Party magazine, it
has been suggested elsewhere that the Nazi authorities attempted to dampen down
the cultural forces which promoted dieting, particularly amongst women: “since
slimness was held to be incompatible with bearing many children, women were to
be persuaded not to trouble about their figures."5 The extent to which this message
was promoted and the extent to which it was adhered to is beyond the scope of this
thesis. However, it is important to note that after the outbreak of war in 1939
concerns about dieting began to be generally replaced by more urgent worries about
ensuring one’s family had enough to eat. Although close state supervision of
agriculture, combined with imports from occupied Europe and the systematic
starvation of certain groups of people, protected “Aryan” Germans on the home
front from serious food shortages, food was far from plentiful, with 97 per cent of
pre-war food consumption being rationed by 1942.° As discussed in chapter two, the
situation significantly worsened in the final months of the war and in the immediate
post-war period, as widespread hunger swept across Germany. In this context of
acute hunger and misery, dieting was certainly not an issue for most Germans. And
yet, less than a decade after the severe food shortages had ended, East Germans

were again being incited to diet.

One of the first signs that a public discourse of dieting was re-emerging in the
eastern part of Germany was the re-appearance in magazines of advertisements for
slimming aids, such as pills and teas. Advertisements such as those shown in figures
18 and 19 began to appear regularly in East German magazines, such as Die Frau von