Introduction

Q

In 1988, at the border between East and West Germany, military officers
working for the Ministry for State Security (Ministerium für Staatssicherheit,
MfS or Stasi) compiled a dossier of single officers aged twenty-eight and over
in the East German Border Command South. The documents detail twentyfive soldiers’ personal lives: their relationship histories, appearance, hobbies
and interests. The dossier’s aim is to explain why these soldiers are single:
Approaches to women unsuccessful for various reasons: 4 officers
Unattractive to women: 2 officers
Negative experiences with former partners that have caused reluctance towards
new relationships: 3 officers.1

The document groups all twenty-five officers in this way, before adding: ‘no
sexually abnormal behaviours by any of the 25 single officers, including signs
of homosexuality, were identified’.2 The investigations appear motivated by
concern about homosexuality in the ranks, but also by a preoccupation with
men who deviate from the military’s image of masculinity in other ways.
This book explores that preoccupation, and this dossier encapsulates many
of my arguments about East German masculinity. The document shows the
National People’s Army (Nationale Volksarmee or NVA) actively seeking to
understand soldiers’ complex and individual masculinities, with the army
command troubled by and suspicious of even minor deviations from its
soldierly ideals. It demonstrates that the NVA was not only concerned with
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shaping soldiers’ bodies through exercises and drill; it also sought to understand, categorize and influence members’ feelings and desires. Above all, it
shows that masculinities that did not fit easily within military norms were not
marginal anomalies. The interplay between disruptive military masculinities
and institutional norms sustained investigations like the above, shaped the
NVA’s self-presentation and had lasting effects on soldiers’ identities.
This book analyses portrayals of East German soldiers in film and literature since the introduction of conscription in 1962. By examining a diverse
corpus of works, from officially sanctioned publications to literature by an
exiled ex-soldier, comic films to post-reunification life-writing, I investigate
the variety of identities presented in images of the NVA. These works present
military masculinities not as norms imposed from above, but as individually
embodied practices negotiated by soldiers alone and collectively. Literature
and film suggest that gender, and especially masculinity, was essential to East
German citizens’ interactions with institutions and the state. Just as individuals’ negotiations of gender shaped state institutions, so too did these environments affect citizens’ gender identities in lasting ways, prompting continuing
engagement with East German institutions long after the state’s dissolution
in 1990. By centring analysis on disruptive and even queer masculinities, we
can gain new understandings of gender in East German society and military
organizations.
The East German example also has important implications for our understanding of masculinity in contemporary society, and especially the impact
of masculine ideals and institutional structures. In the second decade of the
twenty-first century, images of masculine bodies in advertising, magazines
and social media are more prevalent and noticeably more muscular than in
previous decades. In 2014, Mark Simpson identified a shift from the age
of the ‘metrosexual’ to that of the ‘spornosexual’, a body type that merges
professional sports with pornography.3 Male bodies in the 2010s have been
on display topless, open-shirted or in clothes that hint less than coyly at the
musculature beneath. The spornosexual body is also linked with less normative masculinities, showing the pervasiveness of this ideal, but also gesturing
to potentially queer dynamics that underpin this fascination with hardened
masculine bodies. In Luca Guadagnino’s blockbuster Call Me by Your Name
(2017), for example, Armie Hammer plays the gay Jewish American Oliver
as a 1980s-revival pin up in a distinctly contemporary muscled, open-shirted
mode and in infamously revealing shorts.4 Alongside these more visibly
muscled masculine bodies, news coverage has also focused on men’s mental
health and the punishing effects not just of body-image standards, but also of
wider societal shifts.5 Since the financial crisis of 2008, people of all genders
have been exposed to precarity and increased competition in education and
the workplace. Austerity regimes and constitutional upheavals have placed
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social and political institutions under strain, with these pressures mirrored
in the insecurity and intense self-scrutiny of contemporary subjects. These
trends are by no means most severe in their impact on men; standards of
masculinity have detrimental effects across what Raewyn Connell terms the
‘gender order’.6 This impact is not merely abstract. Masculinity shapes the
assumptions and expectations of institutions, as well as our interactions with
institutional cultures from schools and the workplace to job centres and
medical services.7 The more we understand of the relationship between standards of masculinity, institutions and the lives of individuals, the better we
can make sense of inequalities in contemporary society.
Literature and film depicting the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
have important roles to play in conceptualizing the relationship between
the individual self, cultures of masculinity and the institutions that sustain
them. Around the twentieth anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall in
2009, GDR scholars began asking about the relevance of their work so
long after the state’s collapse.8 Ten years later, amid renewed scholarly and
popular interest in East Germany across the world, the question is different:
the GDR clearly speaks to our contemporary concerns, but how and why?
Recent representations of East Germany have flourished: from the television
series Deutschland 83 and Deutschland 86 (2015–18), which have been especially successful outside the German-speaking world, or novels like Simon
Urban’s Plan D (2011) and David Young’s Stasi Child (2015), to Hollywood
blockbusters like Bridge of Spies (2015) and Atomic Blonde (2017).9 The
works in this transnational reimagining of East Germany do not always fit
within other trends in post-GDR film and literature. They move away from
autobiographical or family narratives into the extravagantly fantastical, and
are interested in the seediness or retro potential of 1980s East Berlin rather
than historical fidelity. Yet they are linked with other portrayals of the GDR
by their interest in the interplay between repressive institutions, cultural
norms and ideals, and individual values and agency. It is no accident that
spy films and crime thrillers have proliferated: at a time when concepts of
masculinity are debated so openly, literature and film invent characters who
negotiate the masculine-dominated institutions involved in espionage, policing, international relations and defence.
Representations of East German soldiers thus offer a compelling model for
exploring the relationship between individual subjectivities and wider sociopolitical institutions. Military institutions are closely connected to a society’s
ideals of masculinity. Where conscription is the norm, as it was for the overwhelming majority of young East German men, military service highlights
the negotiations required to navigate conflicting personal, institutional and
societal values and expectations. For many men, military service may be
the only time in their lives that they become conscious of their practice of
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masculinity. Literary and filmic depictions of East German military masculinities can therefore reveal much about how we conceive of, regulate,
imagine and invest in certain versions of masculinity.
Of the institutions that feature in the recent revival of portrayals of the
GDR, the Stasi has received substantial and illuminating scholarly attention.10 Soldiers have been largely overlooked, despite their prominence in literary, filmic and even scholarly works. The NVA was considered the Warsaw
Pact’s most efficient army after the Red Army, even by its West German
adversaries, and conscription made it part of almost all young men’s lives.11
It was involved in the GDR’s most repressive episodes, from the building of
the Berlin Wall in 1961 to the policing of protests in the autumn of 1989.12
Yet the wider implications of the NVA’s culture of masculinity for GDR and
contemporary societies have yet to be fully explored. While soldiers do stand
as ‘the sign, the representation of the state’ in some works, to use Andrew
Bickford’s phrase, the complexities of what are often ambivalent portrayals
deserve closer attention.13 As I will show, military service and the NVA’s
system caused serious conflicts in conscripts’ self-understandings, so that
more performative or even theatrical sides of military masculinities cannot be
separated from young men’s embodied and emotional experiences.
Representations in literature, film and television are not only echoes of
lived masculinities in East Germany; rather, they have been central to their
construction and their changing forms in the GDR and the contemporary
world. As Kaja Silverman argues in her discussion of the ‘dominant fiction’ of
unimpaired and impervious masculinity, representations create the images of
masculinity through which men and women come to understand themselves,
while retaining the potential for limited challenges:
Although I have defined [the dominant fiction] as a reservoir of sounds, images,
and narratives, it has no concrete existence apart from discursive practice and
its psychic residue. If representation and signification constitute the site at
which the dominant fiction comes into existence, then they would also seem
to provide the necessary vehicle for ideological contestation – the medium
through which to reconstruct both our ‘reality’ and ‘ourselves’.14

For Silverman, literature and film are essential to understanding gender.
These representations do not just mirror society, and their fictionality, wilful
construction or artistry do not render them irrelevant to lived experience.
Rather, these images are part of our negotiations of gender in two senses: as
an attempt to find a path for ourselves among competing gender ideals and,
simultaneously, as a means of rearticulating and recasting those ideals.
Silverman perhaps places too much importance on images of unimpaired
masculinity; as Julia Hell and Lilya Kaganovsky have shown, masculine
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power in the Stalinist cultures of Central and Eastern Europe draws primarily
on images of impaired, even broken masculinity.15 Writing and film in these
contexts present flawed characters negotiating gender within the limitations
of genre and circumstance. These characters can promote or challenge dominant masculinities, and sometimes both, but above all they explore ways of
negotiating gender in our own lives. As Rita Felski argues in The Limits of
Critique (2015), representations have agency in their responses to and influence on our understandings of ourselves and the world:
No doubt we learn to make sense of literary texts by being schooled in certain
ways of reading; at the same time, we also learn to make sense of our lives by
referencing imaginary or fictional worlds. Works of art are not just objects to
be interpreted; they also serve as frameworks and guides to interpretation.16

Given the strict censorship that influenced East German film and literary
production, the makers of cultural policy clearly shared Felski’s belief that
representations are ‘guides to interpretation’.17 Recent work by Stephen
Brockmann, reviving scholarly interest in socialist realist literature of the
early GDR, has emphasized literature’s role in the lively political, social and
cultural debates of the postwar period, which amounted to a ‘large-scale
attempt to use literature to shape the German future’.18 Yet Brockmann’s
argument does not account for the continued preoccupation with GDR
culture after the state’s collapse. Silverman’s argument that engagement with
such works shapes our self-understanding and subjectivity helps conceptualize this enduring interest. In many of the cases in this book, writers
and filmmakers are candid about the lasting influence of the GDR, and
specifically military service, on their identities, and about the urgency of
rearticulating the East German past in order to understand it and themselves
better. In others, recasting the GDR after reunification places it in dialogue
with debates and concerns around masculinity in the present.
Seeing literature, film and television as active forces in shaping GDR masculinity means paying heed to the complex masculinities that they construct,
which exist less in an ideal form than in the embodied negotiations of individuals. The interest especially in uniformed East German masculinity highlights a trend that has existed since the first depictions of conscription in the
1960s. These works resist the idea that soldiers simply represent the GDR’s
normative understanding of masculinity. Images of East German soldiers
encourage us to challenge and break down ideas of conformity and resistance
to norms or to the GDR state. The literature and films that I analyse in this
book explore the instability of masculine institutions and their dependence
on conflicts between individual identities, institutional cultures and mediated depictions of masculinity. This book focuses on the fraught relationship
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staged by texts and films between individuals’ identities and their conflicting loyalties: to personal values, to institutions, and to norms and ideals.
Literature and films present the effects of such negotiations in physical and
emotional terms, and these representations affect the form and importance of
the GDR’s ideals. This image of identity, as a shifting product of embodied
negotiations among the requirements of institutions and wider values, helps
us understand masculinities today, when men’s bodies and feelings are a focus
for the conflicts and precariousness of twenty-first-century society.
The well-worn phrase Comrades in Arms exemplifies my central arguments.
It describes military comrades or other colleagues with whom one has worked
closely in pursuit of a cause. The currency of the phrase in civilian contexts
demonstrates the pervasiveness of military values of common purpose and
togetherness across society. The phrase’s martial metaphor underlines the
gendered connotations of these values, yet it shifts the emphasis in military
masculinities from violence or aggression to the intimate bonds between men
that shape soldiers’ and ex-soldiers’ lives. The term ‘arms’ links military arsenals to the bodies that make up the ranks, resonating with the vulnerability of
the phrase ‘babe in arms’ or the close physical intimacy of holding someone
in one’s arms. The phrase signals that military communities depend on close
physical, psychological and emotional bonds between men, and even shared
desires and intimacies. In the East German context, the word ‘comrade’
takes on particular nuances that highlight the disruptive nature of military
service and its challenge to conscripts or recruits to reimagine their masculinities and identities. While the term ‘comrade’ (Genosse) was used in civilian
society only for members of the ruling Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische
Einheitspartei Deutschlands or SED), young men were uniformly identified
as ‘comrades’ on conscription, forcing on them an identification with the
state and its repressive structures. In this book, I argue that conscription
forces soldiers to become conscious of how they negotiate identities within
the military institution and GDR state. The reshaping of soldiers’ identities
is embodied, psychological and emotional, which helps explain the ongoing
negotiations of military service and of the East German state that remain
fraught to this day. Above all, the vulnerability, intimacy and emotions of
these ‘comrades in arms’ place marginalized and even queer masculinities at
the centre of military institutions and shape the norms they promote, with
implications for understandings of military communities worldwide.

The National People’s Army
The NVA offers an illuminating case study for investigating East German
masculinities more broadly, as young men were confronted most strongly
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with the state’s ideal masculinity during military service. After 1962, when
conscription came into force, the overwhelming majority of young East
German men were conscripted. Although in post-reunification interviews
many ex-conscripts emphasize their individuality and agency within the
NVA’s system, the everyday brutality of military service had profound physical and psychological effects on many.19 As I will argue, young East Germans
from the 1960s onwards developed a mix of passive conformity and inward
scepticism, so that most conscripts had a complex relationship between
military and civilian conceptions of themselves. Understanding East German
soldiers helps conceptualize the different ways in which men over the GDR’s
forty-year history incorporated institutional experiences into their identities.
Literature and films even show individual embodied performances influencing the military’s ideals and self-presentation. The NVA is also illuminating as
a way of placing the East German state in a global postwar context. Although
the NVA was exceptional for its use of violence in peacetime and its support
for a repressive surveillance state, it was unremarkable in its approach to
training and military rhetoric.20 Through its military, East Germany can
therefore improve our understandings of military institutions and the place
of masculinities in contemporary society more broadly.
Although the NVA was only officially constituted in 1956, seven years
after the GDR’s foundation, the state’s development after 1945 had been
closely tied to militarization. Rearmament in Germany began soon after the
war as tensions escalated between the Soviet Union and the Western Allies.
As Detlef Bald has argued, fear of the other side’s rearmament quickly transformed perception into reality as each side increased its military capabilities in
Germany.21 During the Berlin Blockade in 1948, Soviet occupying forces on
Stalin’s orders added militarized police units to their expanding police force.22
With these units began the SED’s efforts to fashion a specific socialist variety
of German military masculinity focused around the ‘working-class officer’,
which laid the groundwork for later pronouncements on the ‘socialist soldier
personality’.23 Initially, the GDR’s militarization occurred largely in secret, as
it conflicted with the SED’s protestations about rearmament in the Western
zones and with Stalin’s stated aim of uniting Germany under Communist
control.24 However, as the incorporation of the Federal Republic (FRG)
into Western alliances appeared increasingly inevitable, the GDR leadership
received orders in 1952 to ‘create a People’s Army – without a to-do’.25 The
Garrisoned People’s Police (Kasernierte Volkspolizei or KVP) was formed in
July. However, its subsequent failure to control the workers’ uprising on 17
June 1953 led the SED to purge the KVP of ‘unreliable elements’ and prepare
for the foundation of the NVA in 1956, although the timing was delayed
until after the official establishment of the West German Bundeswehr.26
The importance of the 1953 uprising for the NVA’s development cannot be
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overstated, and the memory of the uprising was central to the SED’s concern
with promoting the right kind of socialist masculinities that were committed
to the state and to protecting its form of socialism.
Conscription, which further developed the NVA as a training ground
for socialist masculinity, was introduced soon after the closing of the border
with West Berlin in 1961, before which point such a measure would have
been unenforceable. The 1962 Conscription Law introduced compulsory
eighteen-month military service for men aged eighteen to twenty-six, and
reserve service for men under fifty.27 To meet recruitment targets, men were
frequently pressured to enlist as noncommissioned officers (NCOs) for three
years or as officers for four, and doing so could dramatically improve educational or career prospects.28 In addition to service in the navy, air force or
army, men with no known links to the West who declared themselves willing
to fire a weapon could be conscripted to the Border Guard, where conscripts
were subject to enhanced scrutiny and surveillance.29 The Stasi could also foreshorten service or ensure better conditions for informants.30 Well-connected
men could complete alternative military service in police units, although the
basic structure of this service differed little from conscription into the army.31
Rising numbers of conscientious objectors and pressure from churches led to
an ordinance in 1964, which permitted men ‘who object to armed military
service due to religious beliefs or for similar reasons’ to be conscripted into
construction units as so-called Bausoldaten.32 However, Bausoldaten were still
part of the NVA, and their work was gruelling and humiliating, despite
brief improvements between 1975 and 1982.33 The structures of military
service and forms of conscription changed little before 1990; a further 1982
law mostly legislated for already established features such as the oath and
conditions of eligibility.34 Even this brief exposition indicates overarching
commonalities – harsh discipline, rigid hierarchies, a stark change from civilian life – that were shared between men with otherwise substantially different
experiences of military service, including conscientious objectors.
Since reunification, many ex-conscripts have emphasized these universal aspects of military service.35 Historical sources, memoirs and fiction all
describe conscripts finding their place in a new environment, navigating
hierarchies of rank and experience, and being exposed to violence by other
conscripts. Conscription affects young men from many countries, and young
women in some, and East German experiences are relevant to many conscript
armies. Writers and filmmakers often gesture to similarities between military
service in the NVA and conscription in other national contexts, a comparison
supported by similarities in scholarly accounts of conscription in different
countries.36 Most importantly, all contexts, even those in which women are
conscripted alongside men, share the connection between military service
and the development of certain forms of masculinities.37 I therefore draw in
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my analyses on theories from other militaries, and my conception of military
masculinity can illuminate other contexts. At the same time, the NVA offers
a distinct and instructive case for three reasons.
First, the NVA was never involved in direct combat. The rhetoric of
peace was central to official discussions of the NVA, which was styled as the
defender and guarantor of peace in Germany, apparently without conscious
irony.38 From the NVA’s inception, the GDR’s premier, Walter Ulbricht,
emphasized its peaceful mission:
The National People’s Army of the GDR shall be an army of working people,
who love peace as much as they love their own freedom. All members of the
future army, air force and navy of the GDR shall … be on the front line
defending peace [an vorderster Front auf Friedenswache].39

Paradoxically amidst this peaceful rhetoric, the SED’s propaganda also glorified the NVA’s later participation in the Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia
after the Prague Spring in 1968. However, sources have shown since reunification that Moscow ordered the NVA’s regiments to stand down at the last
minute.40 A second flashpoint occurred in 1981 amidst protests by the Polish
Solidarity movement, but a planned NVA invasion was averted when the
Polish regime imposed martial law. Thus, the NVA never saw direct military
involvement, although repeated military exercises were a common feature of
military service and many thousands even experienced full mobilization in
1968 or 1981.
In the absence of active combat, representations of the NVA focus on military training, which wider scholarship on military masculinities frequently
overlooks in favour of a narrower focus on war. Training offers compelling
insights into the place of masculinity within military institutions. On the one
hand, scholarship on the warzone generally explains intimacy between soldiers and alternative masculinities as products of the extreme circumstances
of war.41 On the other hand, the profound psychological effects of war are
often attributed to the extraordinary nature of the warzone. Representations
of military training show that marginalized masculinities are fundamental
to military environments more generally, including outside the warzone.
Such accounts also make it impossible to ignore the role of the institutional
environment itself in the suffering of conscripts and recruits.
In this context of peace, and among countries in peacetime more broadly,
the Border Guard represents an anomaly that sits uneasily with the NVA’s
peaceable rhetoric. The Border Police of the GDR was founded in 1950, but
after the construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961, it was subsumed
into the NVA as the Border Command of the NVA. In 1974, the Border
Guard of the GDR was separated from the NVA proper, but remained under
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the control of the Ministry for National Defence.42 Peter Joachim Lapp attributes this cosmetic restructuring to concerns that disarmament agreements
during the détente of the 1970s might affect numbers at the border.43 The
NVA’s most infamous policy was that deserters, would-be escapees and even
trespassers at the border could be shot on sight. Debates about this policy
have placed border soldiers at the centre of contemporary discussion of the
NVA. Since the 1960s, Western discussion of the GDR has presumed the
existence of an order to shoot on sight (Schießbefehl), and after 1990, journalists and archivists began searching in earnest for a directive.44 Historians have
countered that the NVA relied on obscure, ambiguous or nonspecific commands, and Pertti Ahonen suggests that this structure placed the initiative on
ordinary soldiers, albeit while instilling in them fear of commanding officers’
reactions.45 Even without a written order, the brutality of the Border Guard
is undisputed, and the highest echelons of the SED must have supported the
policy, for violence at the border continued unchecked, was largely hidden
from the public, and border guards were not tried under GDR law. However,
Ahonen cautions that such brutality must be viewed against a broader background of violence at the border and across GDR society.46
A second factor that distinguishes the GDR is overwhelming popular
antimilitary sentiment. The population of both German states reacted to the
end of the Second World War with fatigue, which translated into indifference and even hostility towards militarization.47 Many conscripts shared this
scepticism, as Sylka Scholz has argued. She analyses the post-reunification
life narratives of East German men and suggests that most viewed military
service with resignation, as a burdensome but necessary phase, with little
identification with military roles or values.48 Ambivalence towards militarization, and the effectively unavoidable nature of conscription, meant that
many attempted to retain civilian identities and existing masculinities while
in the NVA. The resulting resistance to the military’s ideal masculinities could
enhance the personal conflicts caused by military service, a fact reflected in
the particular prominence in film and literature of masculinities that contravene or transgress ideal masculinities.
A third and final factor that differentiates the NVA from other conscript
armies is its dissolution and integration into its one-time enemy, the West
German Bundeswehr, in 1990. Bickford has emphasized the importance of
reunification as a rupture in the lives of NVA officers, who suddenly became
the ‘military other’ in the Berlin Republic as the NVA was redefined as ‘bad’
and ‘illegal’.49 The shift to a focus on illegality was influenced by the border
guard trials of the early 1990s. From September 1991 onwards, around
3,000 cases of violence at the border were investigated, overwhelmingly
involving former border guards.50 Although many defendants were convicted
– in Berlin over 200 out of 297 – they were not sentenced harshly, usually
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receiving suspended sentences of up to two years.51 The trials’ main impact
was the heated discussion and media attention they generated. The cases
raised complex questions that have continued to influence legal debates into
the twenty-first century, and this discussion framed the NVA as a whole in
terms of legality and morality.52 These trials, along with those of high-ranking
SED officials, focused discussion of the GDR military on the distribution
of guilt along the chain of command. This shift faced many ex-conscripts,
not only ex-border guards, with their own guilt and complicity, and forced
many to ask whether their subordinate position entirely absolved them of
responsibility for the NVA’s violent culture.
The shift to a legalistic and moralistic understanding of the NVA appears
to have caused ex-conscripts to re-evaluate the place of military service in
their life trajectory and to assess the morality of their actions and those of
others. Scholz demonstrates the difficulties that some of her interviewees
had, most of them ordinary conscripts, in articulating the place of military
service in their lives after 1990. She argues that military service remains a
discrete episode in men’s narratives, even for those who explicitly emphasize
the military’s positive effects on their lives.53 She concludes that military
masculine ideals did not always fit the life stories that men were constructing
after reunification, but that the inclusion of conscription as a discontinuity
in men’s narratives indicates its formative role.54 Though military service
may have remained discrete, its effects were never wholly separate from ex-
conscripts’ later lives. The wealth of documentary films and autobiographical or semi-autobiographical literature that continue to engage with GDR
military service suggests that military service had profound effects, which
prevented conscripts from putting the NVA behind them.
For some men after 1990, the NVA became a focus for nostalgia.55 For
others, military service was a source of self-reproach, no longer just a nuisance,
but a form of participation in an institution that supported and defended a
repressive regime. This preoccupation is particularly prominent in autobiographical narratives, but it also influences the characterization of conscripts
in post-reunification fiction and feature films. The need since reunification
for men to reassess their complicity or subordination within the military’s
hierarchies of masculinities makes the East German context remarkable.
While films and literature produced within the GDR were strictly controlled
and rarely show evidence of soldiers’ scepticism, works produced outside the
GDR and after reunification generally display a rejection of the NVA’s ideals.
Post-reunification narratives therefore show that East German military and
civilian masculine ideals continue to be negotiated in the Berlin Republic.
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From the Margins to the Centre
One of this book’s central claims is that masculinities commonly considered
to be marginalized – those marked by vulnerability or victimhood, theatricality, shame, same-sex intimacy or desire – are in fact central to military institutions and the wider gender order. The literature, films and television that I
analyse in the following chapters, even works that promote the normalizing
power of military service, centre around these transgressive, troublesome or
inadequate masculinities. In each chapter, I explore aspects of masculinity
that are not commonly associated with normative masculinity, and show how
central they were to the representation of masculinity and the creation of
military ideals in the NVA. As a particularly normative, even repressive environment, the East German military provides an ideal case study for showing
just how important marginalized masculinities are in the representations that
create, structure and disseminate gender ideals.
Work within queer studies has recently supported the idea that marginalized, or even repudiated, aspects of masculinity are in fact important
structuring elements in masculine norms. In her 2015 book Not Gay, for
example, Jane Ward argues that ‘homosexuality is an often invisible, but
nonetheless vital ingredient – a constitutive element – of heterosexual masculinity’.56 Ward analyses hazing, initiation and bonding rituals in the US
military, university fraternities and sports teams, and explores how sexual
acts between men are understood not as gay sex, but as part of men’s creation and upholding of standards of heterosexual masculinity. Her argument
focuses on the constitution of heterosexuality, but her work has important
implications for work on masculinity in a broader sense. In this book, I
expand on Ward’s approach by foregrounding a wider range of marginalized
masculine traits that go beyond sexual acts. The works I analyse centre
around these traits, as ‘constitutive elements’ of military norms, but also
as demonstrations of the impossibility or even undesirability of living up
to those norms. Ward’s work focuses on the repudiation of homosexuality
through straight white men’s recourse to gay sexual acts. Yet in the chapters
that follow, I suggest that repressive normative structures like that of the
NVA also create spaces for the productive exploration of alternative masculinities and same-sex intimacy.
As the book title Comrades in Arms suggests, my interest in military
masculinities combines embodied, individual aspects of masculinity with
a focus on gender as a set of socially produced conventions and practices.
Amidst the turn in the last decade to affect and emotion, embodiment and
phenomenology, it can be tempting to isolate aspects of gender that originate
in the embodied experience of individuals, and to contrast such experience
with the institutions and systems through which gender is negotiated. Since
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the beginning, though, and particularly in the work of Raewyn Connell and
Kaja Silverman, masculinity studies has conceptualized gender at the interstice between embodied experience and wider social structures.57 By rereading these founding works of masculinity scholarship and bringing together
Connell’s sociological approach with Silverman’s psychoanalytic model, I will
outline an understanding of gender as a product of embodied negotiations,
which I explore more fully in the subsequent chapters. These negotiations
are performative in Judith Butler’s sense: performances construct both bodies
and gender while being constrained by the limits of the body, and these
negotiations refer to and are in dialogue with ideals and assumptions about
gender that are not always conscious.58
As an institution, the NVA linked its standards of masculinity closely
to the male body: its ideal of the ‘socialist soldier personality’ was never as
gender-neutral as the SED’s jargon might imply. Women could serve voluntarily from the 1950s, primarily in administrative, medical or communications roles. The 1982 Military Service Law then extended the roles available
to women and allowed them to serve anywhere in the army. The Law even
provided for conscription of women in wartime, although this provision
was never implemented.59 Yet despite increasing legal equality, restrictions
remained on the military roles available to women. These inequalities were
epitomized by new uniforms in 1983 that accentuated women’s femininity
and their difference from male comrades by adding a skirt and different
caps.60 Outside the GDR context, the relationship between military masculinities and women soldiers has attracted scholarly attention, raising intriguing questions about gender in the military.61 Yet film and literature about the
NVA neglect women soldiers almost entirely, perhaps because conscription
was a near-universal rite of passage for men, but enlisting was an unusual
step for women. The lack of representations of women soldiers in the NVA
demonstrates the powerful links between the military, masculinities and the
male body, and suggests that military masculinities were incompatible with
official conceptions of femininity and womanhood. The close connection
between the GDR’s ideal forms of masculinity and the NVA as a training
ground makes the military a productive context for a closer investigation of
the complexity of East German masculinities. I have restricted my investigation to male soldiers due to the paucity of sources depicting women soldiers,
but I nonetheless aim to challenge the association of military masculinities
with idealized male bodies by paying attention to multiple, often deviant,
ways of embodying military masculinities.
Connell’s work on ‘hegemonic masculinity’ is particularly useful for
understanding how individual masculinities relate to ideals and norms of
soldierly behaviour.62 The term is most often used as a label for dominant
forms of masculinity, without sufficient attention to the hegemonic structure
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she describes. For Connell, consensus on and complicity with gender norms
are powerful forces in sustaining hegemony, but this hegemony is far from
fixed and depends on relationships of subordination for its power. Connell
defines masculinity and femininity as plural and relational ‘gender projects’,
in which institutions, representations of men and women, and the everyday
actions of individuals play a part.63 Drawing on Antonio Gramsci’s concept
of hegemony, Connell emphasizes the imbalance of power in gender practice.
She argues that the power of certain men and male-dominated institutions,
including the military, depends on specific configurations of masculinity that
are privileged over other masculinities as well as femininities.64 Only very
few men, in Connell’s analysis, ever practise hegemonic masculinity fully,
and most are ‘complicit’ in the hegemonic form by striving to emulate it in
numerous ways, albeit incompletely. These complicit men avoid challenging the gender order, whether because they admire or aspire to dominant
hegemonic forms, or whether protecting themselves from marginalization or
exclusion.
Recent debates around GDR masculinities in history, literary studies
and social sciences focus especially on the plurality of hegemonic forms,
informed by Connell’s work.65 The multicentric nature of GDR masculinities has been suggested by Mark Fenemore, who disputes the existence of a
single dominant hegemony.66 Furthermore, Scholz has investigated competing hegemonic masculinities in East Germany, which I discuss in detail in
Chapter 1: the socialist soldier personality, the working-class hero (Held
der Arbeit) and the affectionate father.67 Even within the single ideal of the
socialist soldier personality, the influence of German and Soviet traditions
produced multicentricity. These traditions often complemented one another.
Muscular, honourable, proletarian images of the ideal Soviet man, such as
the monument to Soviet war dead erected in Berlin’s Treptower Park, differed
little from a bourgeois German masculinity based on self-control, bravery,
honesty, strength, courage and discipline.68 Soviet influence was clearest in
the NVA’s structure and rhetoric: it was modelled on the Red Army, and the
so-called brotherhood in arms of socialist nations was an important tenet of
conscripts’ political training.69 The two traditions clashed above all in the
contrast between continuities from Nazism and official rhetoric of renewal
and de-Nazification. In particular, the NVA’s uniform resembled that of the
Nazi Wehrmacht, a fact greeted with considerable scepticism by conscripts
and civilians.70 The different influences on the NVA’s hegemonic masculinity
suggest a need for attention to soldiers’ individual embodied negotiations of
these overlapping and competing traditions.
Connell later admitted that her theory that a majority of men are complicit
in masculine dominance is ‘rather bleak’, and she has been criticized for suggesting the permanence of masculine hegemony.71 However, her model does
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emphasize the potential for hegemonic masculinities to be changed or challenged, and she establishes a detailed account of masculinities that conflict
with hegemonic models. For her, hegemonic masculinities are always related
to, and even dependent on, what she terms ‘subordinate’ and ‘marginalized’
masculinities. She argues that subordinate masculinities, such as those associated with gay men, are disadvantaged by the gender order itself. By contrast,
‘marginalized’ working-class or black masculinities exist in a parallel gender
order with internal relations of dominance and subordination; nevertheless,
the whole parallel gender order is marginalized with respect to hegemonic
racial or class groups.72 Connell’s fine distinction between subordinate and
marginalized masculinities is not always useful or clearly defined. She later
hints at subcultural forms of hegemony within gay and lesbian groups, collapsing the distinction between subordination and marginalization.73 This
move away from her initial categories allows for multiple sources of power
across the gender hierarchy, such that forms of hegemony can reside even in
otherwise subordinate masculine positions.
Connell thus depicts hegemony and subordination as a complex system
that resists categorization. The importance of consensus, and of actions and
interactions between individuals, means that her model already addresses the
question of how individual masculinities relate to gender systems. Implicit
within her analysis, and explicit in subsequent work with Connell’s ideas, is
the possibility for multiple different hegemonic masculinities, even if hegemonic forms tend to share certain bodily and temperamental characteristics:
bodily strength, physical skill, bravery, endurance, the potential for aggression and so on. For Connell, masculine hegemony depends on the everyday
practice of men aspiring to comply with or reject the ideal. Subordinate and
marginalized masculinities are at the centre of Connell’s case studies, which
show that hegemony depends on relations of subordination and marginalization, but also that there can be multiple sources of hegemony. To use a
hypothetical military example, a conscript may well be older, more intelligent, bigger, stronger and fiercer than a man employed as a career officer.
Where the second derives his power from his position within an institutional
hierarchy, the first might call on his other hegemonic attributes to contest
the officer’s power or elevate himself above other conscripts. The boundary
between power and subordination in Connell’s model is more fluid than
many commentators have allowed. The officer may, for example, feel it necessary to assert authority over this powerful conscript especially strongly, resulting in more testing training, higher expectations and even ritual humiliation.
The conscript’s power, then, might also become his weakness by attracting
undue attention.
Silverman’s Male Subjectivity at the Margins (1992) also centres analysis on
what she terms ‘marginal’ masculinities, but she emphasizes their unsettling
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and subversive potential more explicitly than Connell. Silverman outlines the
concept of a ‘dominant fiction’, a network of ideals that govern the subject’s
position in society.74 She argues that ideal masculinities are intimately connected to the dominant fiction and exert a normalizing force on femininities
and on masculinities that deviate from the ‘phallic standard’.75 Silverman
analyses marginal masculinities in order to counter, as well as simply understand, the workings of this dominant fiction. Viewing the Oedipus complex
as the primary way in which subjects are subordinated within the dominant
fiction, Silverman argues that ‘even in the most normative of subjective
instances the psyche remains in excess of that complex, and that in other
cases desire and identification may actually function as mechanisms for
circumventing or even repudiating the dominant fiction’.76 Silverman and
Connell agree that the power of ideal masculinities depends on the repudiation of subordinate and marginalized masculinities. It is therefore impossible
to understand the GDR’s gender ideals without investigating subordinate,
transgressive and even queer aspects of masculinities.
The importance and complexity of subordinate masculinities within
military hierarchies has been suggested by Paul Higate’s sociological work
inspired by his experience as a clerk in the Royal Air Force. Higate argues
that rank hierarchies make explicit power relations that remain naturalized
or concealed in other contexts, and he analyses masculinities that are subordinated within the military, including administrative and support roles.77 In
turn, Bickford has drawn on Higate’s work to examine the relative prestige
of different NVA occupations, and he describes the dual hierarchies that
operated in the NVA.78 The first was the traditional rank hierarchy. The
second, unofficial hierarchy was the so-called ‘EK’ movement, where ‘EK’
stands for ‘Entlassungskandidat’, a soldier nearing the end of his service.79
Power depended on the time remaining in a conscript’s service, divided into
six-month segments. Conscripts in their first six months were called ‘rookies’,
‘smooth’ after their ironed epaulettes or the rather unsavoury ‘Spritzer’ or
‘squirts’, which referred to their need to be snappy (spritzig), but also had
connotations of urination or ejaculation. In the penultimate six months of
their service, they were called ‘vices’ (Vize), and EKs in their final six months.
EKs subjected new recruits to hazing, beatings and exploitation that were
more brutal than official discipline and often loom larger than official punishments in post-reunification accounts.80 Interactions between hierarchies
were complex: officers tolerated the EK movement because it promoted deference and subordination, yet EKs themselves were still subject to discipline
from above in the rank hierarchy.81 Conscripts’ individual positions within
these competing hierarchies determined their experiences. Masculinities that
were subordinated within these hierarchies have hardly been investigated in
scholarship on the NVA, even though some scholars have addressed them
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in other militaries.82 Literature and films depicting the NVA place subordinate or marginal masculinities at the centre of their portrayals and therefore
demand an analysis that focuses on masculinities that fail to approximate
military norms.
The above approaches tend to neglect the embodied nature of masculinities in the experience of military service, even though Connell and Silverman
both gesture to bodies being read as more or less masculine. The context
of military training focuses attention particularly on the body as a limiting
factor in negotiations of masculinity, as well as on the physical pain that
serves to punish deviations from masculine standards. Butler’s concept of
performativity, on which later masculinities scholarship has built, resembles
Connell’s understanding of ‘gender practice’, but more clearly articulates the
role of the body. She writes that bodily sex is ‘a process whereby regulatory
norms materialize “sex” and achieve this materialization through a forcible
reiteration of those norms. That this reiteration is necessary is a sign that
materialization is never quite complete, that bodies never quite comply with
the norms by which their materialization is impelled’.83 Bodily materiality,
in other words, is never fixed or free of cultural meanings; bodies are shaped
through performative negotiations of gender, just as gender is shaped in turn
by the possibilities and limitations of the body. The history of how cultural
ideals and concepts of masculinity have shaped the male body has been the
subject of much research, most notably in the German context by George
Mosse in his discussion of the spread of the nineteenth-century gymnastics movement.84 But it is important to bear in mind Butler’s insistence
that bodies can never fully comply with standards of masculinity and that
even concepts of maleness are culturally imposed. Bodies limit conformity
with gender norms as much as they can suggest conformity when properly
sculpted and worked.
Sara Ahmed has taken Butler’s argument further in discussing what she
calls the bodily horizon: ‘the horizon marks the edge of what can be reached
by the body. The body becomes present as a body, with surfaces and boundaries, in showing the “limits” of what it can do’.85 Much as Silverman looks
to marginal cases to understand masculinity, Ahmed recommends that we
look to moments of bodily failure, overreach or impossibility to understand
the body and the norms it reaches towards. In military cultures, the need
for recruits to push their bodies is clearly articulated throughout training
through the orders of superiors, with more immediate punishments than
in civilian society for coming up short. The body is sculpted performatively
through such routines in the way Butler describes. Yet even when a soldier
deliberately strives to reach a target, Butler and Ahmed both emphasize the
inevitability of failure, and require us to consider masculine ideals in relation
to a cycle of bodily failure, inadequacy and deviation.
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In order to centre analysis on supposedly marginalized masculine traits,
this book proceeds from three premises in its understanding of masculinities.
First, marginalized masculinities are central to gender norms because masculinity always consists in a reciprocal relationship between individual practice
and overarching ideals. Although ideals may be broadly shared, the degree of
commitment versus cynicism is important, as is the fact that some ideals may
be more conscious than others. Military service is particularly fruitful for
analysing masculinity because it frequently makes men conscious of ideals of
behaviour and achievement because of the stark differences between civilian
and military life. The second point is that masculinity is built up through
embodied performativity. Individuals enact their gender in performative
ways through bodily actions and interactions with other bodies. Masculine
bodies are shaped by these actions, their limits are defined by interactions,
and the body defines the bounds within which conformity with ideals is
possible. Third, far from a tension between discursive or systemic models
of gender and individual practice, the relationship between individuals and
institutions is paramount to understanding gender, especially within the
military, but also in civilian society. As I demonstrate throughout this book,
masculinity emerges as a negotiation between overarching ideals, specific
institutional demands and practices, and extra-institutional factors such as
individual traits, values and beliefs.

Contemporary Negotiations of GDR Masculinities:
Deutschland 83 and Deutschland 86
Deutschland 83, a 2015 television series cowritten by American Anna Winger
and German Jörg Winger, and its 2018 sequel Deutschland 86 illustrate
trends in representations of GDR military masculinities, support the model
I have outlined and raise questions that guide my investigation.86 This drama
suggests the need to return to portrayals of GDR military service in order
to advance our understanding of East German society and our current fascination with its legacy. The transnational genesis of the two series indicates
the importance of the GDR’s appeal even outside Germany as a way of
understanding the contemporary world. The script was first written by Anna
Winger in English and translated into German by her husband, Jörg, and was
coproduced by the American cable television network SundanceTV and the
German private broadcaster RTL. Deutschland 83 premiered on SundanceTV
to rave reviews and decent viewing figures for a foreign-language series on a
small cable channel in a crowded market.87 Disappointing ratings for its
German premiere on RTL created doubt about the series, and especially
its potential to sustain the two planned sequels: 3.2 million viewed the
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first episode in November, but this fell to 1.63 million by the finale in
December.88 Yet in the UK on Channel 4, Deutschland 83 soon became the
most-viewed foreign-language programme ever with 2.5 million viewers live
and online.89 Its international success probably contributed to Amazon’s decision to pick up Deutschland 86 on its German platform, although its success
is difficult to quantify because Amazon does not release viewing figures.
Deutschland 86 premiered on 19 October 2018 on Prime in Germany and
SundanceTV in the US. It received similar plaudits from reviewers, especially
in the English-speaking world, and the new series contains large portions in
English, a thematic nod to its international audience. The two series’ success
has depended on this international distribution, and there seems to be a
better market outside Germany for the show’s depiction of the GDR in the
spy genre.
The transnational production and distribution of Deutschland 83 and
Deutschland 86 is mirrored in their unusually transnational plots. While
the Stasi drama in Das Leben der Anderen (The Lives of Others, 2006) is
confined to East Germany with only occasional border-crossing characters
gesturing to links with the West, Deutschland 83 unfolds primarily in West
Germany and Deutschland 86 is set substantially in Cape Town, Paris and
rural Angola and Libya.90 The settings suggest that our current image of
East Germany is inseparable from post-reunification mediations and representations of the state, often from Western perspectives. At the opening of
Deutschland 83, Martin Rauch, an NCO in the Border Guard, is approached
by his aunt, Lenora, to take an assignment as a Stasi mole in the office
of the Bundeswehr’s NATO liaison, General Edel. Believing his mother’s
kidney transplant will be expedited as a result, Martin leaves his mother,
Ingrid, and girlfriend, Annett, in the East and travels to Bonn as Bundeswehr
Oberleutnant Moritz Stamm.91 He embarks on a series of missions, depicted
with playful nods to spy thrillers and with retro appeal created by the 1980s
soundtrack and costumes. By situating Martin’s mission in West Germany,
and cutting between his family in Kleinmachnow and his missions in Bonn
and Brussels, the series sets Martin’s relationships with East German institutions in an international context. Deutschland 86 expands on this theme by
focusing on East Germany’s dealings with West Germany and with African
states and resistance movements. As the GDR’s economy suffers, Martin,
Lenora and South African agent Rose Seithathi facilitate illegal arms sales
between West Germany and the apartheid government in South Africa. In
East Berlin, Annett, now rising through the ranks of the Stasi’s inner circle,
establishes drugs trials in East German hospitals for a West German firm.
In the first episode, Annett sums up the contradiction in her superiors’
economic schemes: ‘But it sounds as if you are talking about capitalism.’92 In
Deutschland 86 military and surveillance structures are not the only networks
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that transcend the borders of the GDR; economic structures and patterns of
colonialism also entangle East Germany in transnational flows of people and
capital.93
Deutschland 83 shows Martin negotiating masculinity within military
and surveillance institutions in both East and West. Any culture shock is
primarily a comic touch, and allows the inclusion of retro details from West
and East and playful jokes around East German language, as in the training montage at the Bonn villa of Professor Tobias Tischbier, Martin’s Stasi
contact in the West: ‘This is an orange. If you say “Apfelsine”, she’ll think,
what’s going on here’ (Episode 1, 20:47–20:51).94 Tischbier’s blasé tone adds
to the impression that such differences are largely cosmetic, and that there are
substantial parallels between the institutions of West and East and their influence on characters’ identities. Figures on both sides of the border are shaped
physically and symbolically by institutions, but their own values and sense of
self ensure that the negotiation of masculinity is a multifaceted and multi
directional process: their actions and interactions in turn shape and influence
masculine institutional cultures too. Of these institutions, the military is
most prominent as a backdrop to the masculine identities of characters.
Deutschland 83 suggests that depictions of the GDR military not only shed
light on how the NVA itself has been represented during and since the GDR,
but can also illuminate the complex negotiations through which we articulate
masculine identities in the West.
The representation of Martin’s masculinity in Deutschland 83 draws on
stereotypes of the East German army, as well as on masculine stereotypes
from other genres, in particular the spy thriller. The first episode introduces
Martin in the second scene, cutting from Lenora at the GDR’s Permanent
Representation in Bonn to a dimly lit corridor in a facility at the border.
Martin and a colleague have arrested two Western students for smuggling out
volumes of Shakespeare bought with money changed on the black market. As
he interrogates the students, Martin is filmed from a low angle, in medium
shots and medium close-ups that ensure his uniform is always in view. The
authority he gains from costume and camerawork is enhanced by his stern
tone and laconic take on the language of state socialism: ‘Shakespeare stays
here. You can take Marx with you, you might just learn something’ (Episode
1, 2:41–2:45). Martin’s harsh admonishment appears hyperbolic, given the
harmless nature of the students’ crime, and this line hints that he may not be
taking it entirely seriously. This suggestion is borne out when Martin and his
colleague burst into laughter once the students leave. The film thus creates
a disjunction in Martin’s masculinity, between his enthusiastic embodiment
of a strict soldierly masculinity with an inherent threat of violence and his
lack of underlying sincerity that suggests a more complex relationship to the
scripts of the Border Guard.
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Martin’s ambivalence towards the GDR’s masculine ideals is enhanced
by his Stasi mission, which takes him out of the NVA and positions him
in the Bundeswehr. Whatever genuine commitment to state socialism
might lie behind his admonishment of the students, he cannot reveal such
ideological positions while undercover. Yet his new role requires a similar
approach to masculinity to the one he learned in the NVA. On arriving
in the Bundeswehr, he expresses ideological commitments as part of a performance of authority and loyalty, even though he is not committed to
these positions. When he first meets his roommate, General Edel’s son Alex,
Martin declares his allegiance to NATO and echoes Western justifications of
the arms race in the early 1980s: ‘We have to build up our nuclear arsenal
to keep the Soviets under control. We just have to show those assholes who’s
boss. If we’re not prepared to do that, we might as well forget all this, right?’
(Episode 1, 23:40–23:53). As Martin moves in and out of shot, the camera
remains focused on Alex Edel’s serious face and upright posture, inviting the
viewer to scrutinize whether Martin’s performance is successful. The humour
and confidence of the interrogation scene are gone; he appears to believe
that articulating such ideas sincerely is essential to passing as a West German
soldier. Alex’s serious face initially suggests that he is testing Martin, but his
hollow laugh suggests that Martin has overestimated the need to parrot such
ideological positions: ‘You sound like my father’ (Episode 1, 23:55–23:57).
Alex rejects West German arms policy, anticipating Martin’s own later disillusionment with the GDR’s surveillance apparatus, and he greets Martin’s
ideological sincerity with exasperation. Martin’s response to Alex’s question
is almost too sincere, lacking cynicism and distance. Such an attitude places
military ideals at one remove: far from striving to conform to or vehemently
reject them, both Martin and Alex are, in Connell’s terminology, ‘complicit’.
They conform in what they consider to be superficial ways, which nonetheless shape their own masculinities, perpetuate standards of masculinity and
bolster military systems.
Deutschland 83 draws close comparisons between the military masculinities promoted in the Bundeswehr and the NVA, yet by exploring this
relationship, the series also highlights its broader interest in pluralizing forms
of hegemonic masculinity. On the level of genre, the series investigates the
close relationship between the masculinities of soldiers and of Stasi spies
in contemporary imaginings of GDR culture, each representing not just a
hegemonic form of masculinity, but a symbol of the GDR’s repressive system
more broadly. Deutschland 83 constructs Martin’s soldierly masculinity out
of references to both sets of stereotypes and generic expectations. The interrogation scene in Episode 1, for example, echoes scenes of interrogation by
Stasi officers in Das Leben der Anderen, especially the first medium shot of
Martin filmed by a camera at desk level, along with the room’s grey and beige
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décor. Later scenes in Deutschland 83, in which Stasi agent Schweppenstette
interrogates Annett’s friend Thomas, occur in a near-identical setting with
similar camera angles, further blurring the distinction between Martin’s job
as a border guard and the role of Stasi officer.
The blurring of military and spy stereotypes is also key to Martin’s relationships. Annett initially appears as the unfaithful military girlfriend, a trope
familiar from military films such as Pearl Harbor (2001) and Jarhead (2005),
who becomes faithful after discovering that she is pregnant with Martin’s
child.95 Yet much of the plot revolves around Martin’s fleeting James Bondstyle relationships with NATO secretary Linda and Yvonne, the daughter of
Martin’s boss at the Bundeswehr, General Edel. Just like women in the Bond
films, both are strong characters wooed by Martin’s charm and both get into
compromised situations because of their relationships with Martin, including
Linda’s dramatic death in Episode 4. Like Bond films during Judi Dench’s
tenure as M, Martin’s often incompetent attempts to follow his missions are
directed by a more senior woman, his aunt Lenora. Like M, Lenora frequently
emasculates Martin by withholding information and, for much of the series,
ignoring his analysis of the situation in the Bundeswehr.96 Women rarely
occupy positions of power in military films, which instead tend to focus on
mothers, wives and daughters of soldiers, and including a woman in Martin’s
Stasi command structure focuses the story on his complex negotiations of spy
and military masculinities. Moreover, Martin’s frequent incompetence makes
him dependent on Lenora and Tischbier, often conflicting with the precision
and professionalism of his persona as a military officer.
Characters’ relationships to hegemonic masculinity in Deutschland 83 are
not just plural because of the different genres they draw on; rather, many
characters develop a complex combination of subordinate and complicit
masculinities. Martin does not substantially challenge West or East German
hegemonic masculinities, a complicity that allows him to blend in, and his
conscious performance of conformity mixed with good-humoured distance
preserves his individual values even while acting for the Stasi. By revealing in
Episode 7 that he is a Stasi mole, Martin asserts his principles against both
states’ bellicosity, ending the first series on the run from both regimes. Yet
the circularity of his return to his mother’s garden in Episode 8, echoing the
first episode, suggests that his status within the masculine hierarchy is not
substantially compromised.
However, Alex’s homosexuality represents a greater challenge to the military gender system in the Bundeswehr and, in line with Silverman’s argument,
his more marginal position reveals the fragility of military masculinities. His
active resistance to the arms race is explicitly connected to his homosexuality
through his relationship with Tischbier, who also leads the resistance movement at the University of Bonn. Alex’s desire to impress Tischbier leads him
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to kidnap an American general in Episode 6 and join a protest outside his
own base in Episode 7. Their relationship also exposes Alex to HIV: this
storyline is handled awkwardly, but creates the possibility that Alex’s subordination will end in exclusion from society and eventually death. The series
ends on a cliffhanger: Alex’s diagnosis is not revealed in Deutschland 83, and
an unexplained gunshot in the Edel house leaves open the question whether
Alex kills himself. The other potential victim of the gunshot is General Edel,
whose rigid adherence to his military career has resulted in his entire family
leaving him. In Deutschland 86, we learn that Alex is HIV negative, but that
he was about to shoot himself when General Edel walked in. In his surprise,
Alex accidentally shot and injured his father, who survived but was paralysed
from the waist down.97 While Martin emerges from his mission without damaging his complicity in hegemonic masculinity, and by 1986 has even gained
celebrity, West German forms of hegemonic masculinity are unsettled at the
end of Deutschland 83. With his injury and absence from the second series,
General Edel encapsulates the impossibility of truly embodying hegemonic
ideals, and Alex’s decision to leave the military to work in AIDS hospices
mirrors Martin’s decision to go on the run, emphasizing individual agency in
negotiating masculinities over any normative power of military ideals.
The power of these ideals in the series is determined by citizens’ negotiations of ideal masculinities and the institutions that promoted them. As
in Silverman’s work on marginal masculinities, in which she describes the
pleasure and temptation in the punitive function of the subject’s own superego, censure and repudiation of subordinate aspects of masculinity seem in
Deutschland 83 to occur within the individual psyche.98 Neither the military
nor the Stasi actively repudiates subordinate masculinities in the series; rather,
characters grapple with reconciling their own values, the pressures placed
on them by institutions and other individuals, and broader assumptions
about masculinity. The potential consequences of marginalization within the
gender order are clear, in the anger Alex faces from his father, his manipulation by Tischbier and the danger of the HIV epidemic. Yet marginalization
never seems inevitable; there is room for Martin and Alex to retain aspects
of their identity from outside their military roles, as well as for cynicism and
even principled resistance. The focus in Deutschland 83, as in other literary
and film narratives, is on individual ways of existing within, challenging and
accommodating oneself to the military and its gender norms. Such narratives
depict gender practice, but their production and dissemination are also part
of a society’s gender practice, and GDR institutions and gender norms thus
inform our understanding of masculinity in the present. Deutschland 83 and
Deutschland 86 offer new perspectives on gender in East Germany and show
how memories of the GDR continue to shape our negotiations of German
and global cultures in the twenty-first century.
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Deutschland 83, with its emphasis on cynical and often deliberately transgressive responses to ideals of masculine behaviour, points to four principles
that a discussion of masculinity in the GDR must adopt. First, it insists on the
importance of East Germany for understanding the contemporary Western
world more broadly. Second, it places masculinity at the centre of the GDR’s
most pervasive, and most repressive, total institutions, suggesting that the
effect of these institutions on masculinity and subjectivity was more lasting
than the institutions themselves. Third, it proceeds from the assumption that
even committed soldiers within the NVA – and indeed the Bundeswehr –
approached the requirements placed on them with a degree of distance and
self-awareness. This approach forces us to move beyond arguments based on
soldiers being mere representatives of state repression, and requires discussion
of literary and filmic images of masculinity as a set of embodied negotiations
of institutions and state structures. A division between the state and the
individual becomes impossible, not only in the terms used by Mary Fulbrook
in her description of the GDR as a ‘participatory dictatorship’, but also in
characters’ embodied, gendered subjectivities.99 Fourth, and finally, it suggests that focusing on representations of subordinate aspects of masculinity
in the GDR, an under-researched area of East German culture, also helps us
understand mechanisms of marginalization within our own societies.
This book takes these positions as its starting point and looks back at the
longer history of representations of masculinities in the NVA since the advent
of conscription in 1962. Literature and film depicting the NVA can help us
understand how masculinity was conceived and negotiated in the GDR, as
well as the fraught relationship between military identities imposed by the
state and the values, concerns and principles of individuals. I take as my focus
masculinities that come into conflict with the NVA’s military ideals, revealing
the limits of those ideals and expanding our understanding of masculinities in
the NVA and in the GDR more broadly. My chapters are thematic, and each
points to continuities that stretch across GDR and post-reunification representations. In order to elucidate the negotiations of masculinity that operate
on the level of individual texts and individual characters and episodes within
films or prose works, I focus on select examples. My case studies are selected
for their representative nature, but also for their unique perspectives on each
chapter’s theme. By approaching each theme from numerous perspectives, I
allow for complexities and differences in the construction and reconstruction
of GDR masculinities over the almost sixty-year span of my corpus.
This book offers a new conception of the GDR dictatorship that places
masculinity and its mechanisms of complicity and marginalization at the
centre of individuals’ relationship to the state. Chapters 1 and 2 probe the
limits of ideal masculinity in both official literature of the NVA’s own publishing house and in films depicting violence at the border. Chapters 3 and
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4 focus on the interplay between the performativity of military service and
soldiers’ bodies, while Chapters 5 and 6 look closer at the effects of military
service on soldiers’ feelings and desires. The book offers insights from film
and literature into questions poorly served by the historical record; the role of
bodily vulnerability in Chapter 3, for example, and especially experiences of
same-sex desire in Chapter 6. My investigation has important consequences
for our understanding of contemporary societies. It offers an explanation for
the ongoing, even increasing, fascination with the GDR in contemporary
society that accounts both for the playful, retro appeal of East German culture,
which I analyse in Chapter 4, and for the profound emotional and psychological effects that military service had on conscripts, as I explore in Chapter 5.
The book looks beyond 1989 as a caesura, focusing instead on lines of
influence that link approaches to the GDR in today’s Federal Republic with
East German writers and filmmakers, influences that illuminate the ongoing
fascination with and continuing difficult negotiations of the GDR past. It
suggests a model for GDR studies that accounts both for the specificity of
the East German state and for its essential and unavoidable presence in the
contemporary imagination. And most broadly, it develops our understanding
of marginalized masculinities in the context of military and other maledominated institutions. This book’s central rationale is that, by centring
analysis around masculinities conventionally studied only as marginal within
such organizations, norms themselves become pluralized, and individual
embodiments of masculinity can be prioritized over the normalizing forces
of institutions.
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