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Abstract
This article discusses state attempts to politicize do-it-yourself activities
in order to strengthen the regime of the Socialist Unity Party (SED) in
East Germany. To be sure, for many East Germans DIY practices were
a hobby and a pastime. Given the notorious shortage of consumer goods
and the slow progress in improving standards of living in the GDR, however, it was also a strategy to overcome the shortcomings of the socialist
society. The SED attempted to make a virtue out of this necessity by reinterpreting DIY practices as a personal contribution to the building up
of the GDR and socialist society. Performed in the right way, practices of
DIY were supposed to contribute to both the material and the ideological consolidation of the GDR. In order to direct DIY activities towards
undertakings defined as most important by state and party officials, the
regime developed particular organizational structures. The annual competition ‘Join in!’, on which this article focuses, addressed the housing
situation and therefore one of the most pressing problems of the GDR.
Calling upon the East German population to devote their leisure time
to the creation of housing spaces, the renovation of state-owned apartment blocks, and the erection and preservation of parks and playgrounds,
however, caused new problems. While the East German state tried to
generate pride in communal facilities and in public goods rather than
in private possessions, this ideal competed with practices of DIY where
citizens used their handiwork to improve their private standard of life.
Keywords: consumption, do-it-yourself (DIY), German Democratic
Republic (GDR), housing, socialism
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Introduction
Many former citizens of East Germany characterize themselves and the
society they used to live in as shaped by inventiveness, skilfulness and
a talent for improvization. ‘That’s a characteristic feature of the Ossi
[East German]’, a woman stated a few years after the German reunification in an interview on housing conditions in East Germany, ‘he’s
resourceful in any situation, because he has learned to improvize’.1
Many scholars agree that ‘do-it-yourself, altering and improvising rank
among the best virtues of citizens of the GDR [German Democratic
Republic]’.2 A recent exhibition in Jena confirmed this image of East
German resourcefulness. More than 250 people enthusiastically followed the curator’s plea to lend the museum self-built items for display,
and more than twenty-five years after the GDR had ceased to exist, the
city museum displayed a selection of around 700 items that showed
what the population of the Jena region had crafted, ranging from coffee
pump pots and lawn mowers to hand-knitted fan merchandise in support of the local soccer club Carl Zeiss Jena.3 A considerable section
consisted of self-made tools such as drills, saws, tile cutters and grinding machines, indicating that their constructors planned to use them for
further tasks in the future.
Engaging in do-it-yourself (DIY) activities was by no means an
East German peculiarity. On the contrary, particularly regarding work
around the house, the rapid growth of a DIY industry from the late
1950s to the 1980s had made West Germany ‘a nation of home improvers’.4 Yet while DIY in the Federal Republic as well as in other Western
societies such as the United States and Great Britain predominantly
appeared as a business and a fast-growing market, the DIY boom in
East Germany in some ways took on a different shape.5 Focussing on
work in and around the house as an example, this article discusses state
attempts to politicize DIY activities in order to strengthen the regime of
the Socialist Unity Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands,
SED) in East Germany which governed from 1946 to 1989. True,
Western social reformers, politicians, and companies also frequently
attempted to co-opt practices of DIY in pursuit of their social, economic
and cultural agendas.6 Yet under the conditions of a ‘participatory dictatorship’ such as the GDR, attempts to utilize such practices for securing power and social engineering went much deeper.7 State and party
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organizations had unrestricted power to enforce their agenda in a more
sustained fashion and on various levels simultaneously, ranging from
school education to the distribution of resources.
To be sure, DIY practices were widespread in the GDR and needed
no government encouragement per se. State and party organizations,
however, tried to exploit them for their own benefit. The urgency with
which they worked on this task resulted from two distinct but related
problems which the East German state suffered from: first, the notorious shortage of consumer goods and slow progress in improving standards of living in the GDR, a shortcoming which was felt even more
sharply in contrast with the ever-present abundance of Western consumer societies. Secondly, there was need for ‘building up socialism’,
as the common phrase went, and which was of absolute priority to the
SED. DIY practices added an individual and tangible dimension to this
ideological agenda. They drew upon the ‘socialist spirit’ and stressed a
personal contribution to the material and intellectual building up of the
GDR. Performed in the right way, practices of DIY were thus supposed
to contribute to both the material and the ideological consolidation of
the GDR.
Analyzing the interplay of material realities, political visions and
notions of a good life reveals a multi-layered and highly dynamic interrelationship between politics, materiality and practices. Accordingly,
recent scholarship has suggested to focus on this nexus in order to adequately understand agency in historical contexts.8 In this perspective,
the roles of both things and practices appear multifaceted. ‘Things’,
historian Frank Trentmann reminds us, ‘recruit us into politics as much
as we recruit them’.9 The material desires of the population, evoked as
much by the ever-present Western standards as by the SED’s promise
of a comfortable future, dragged the state into politicising practices of
DIY just as much as politicians attempted to utilize such practices for
strengthening their own position and their agenda.
Likewise, DIY practices are revealed by the analysis of this nexus as
being situated at the ‘interface between public and private’,10 a quality
that proved to be useful but also unfavourable for East German officials
who aimed at transferring practices of DIY from a private matter to the
realm of politics. Their assertion of a close interconnection between
practices of DIY, the materiality of the GDR and politics meant that the
state and party organizations had a vested interest in both advancing
HCM 2018, VOL. 6, no. X

51

KREIS

and channelling such practices. Yet practices ‘have a dynamic force of
their own, creating sensations, competencies and plans of doing more
or doing things differently. They are entangled in a creative interplay
with materiality’.11 Located between ‘repetition and the unlocking of
new potential’, practices, once embodied, can ‘trigger new projects’
that might not comply with the intentions of those who had encouraged
others with specific ideas in mind of how skills and knowledge should
be exerted.12 For a state so short on resources and so afraid of individuality it proved to be hard to draw the line between politically desirable
and undesirable DIY projects. The focus on practices of DIY therefore
contributes to our understanding of ‘the political’ by analyzing ‘spaces
of participation in the SED dictatorship’, where various expectations
of state officials and the population met in a local context, a dimension
that has been neglected by scholars so far.13
By politicizing practices of DIY, state representatives aimed at both
the spiritual and physical construction of a socialist society, which concerned attitudes as much as the material surroundings, in the hope of
eventually fulfilling the SED’s promise of a prosperous socialist state.
This approach came along with an interest in providing an interpretative framework that put DIY in perspective. East German officials and
media were eager to point out that DIY in the GDR was fundamentally
different from what West Germans did in their leisure time. The magazine practic explained the alleged difference, claiming that ‘in West
Germany, even the “hobby” (to use this nice German phrase) is part
of the business and the hectic hunt for money, whether as a means to
securing one’s livelihood or as a means for representation’, whereas
East Germans used their free time to work collectively ‘on improving
their apartment buildings, building playgrounds for children, or small
sports areas. Others tinker with colleagues in their leisure time and try
to solve technical problems in their company, or search for inventions
that benefit the whole economy’.14 In contrast to West Germany, DIY
activities in the Eastern part of the country resulted neither from poverty or a desire to show off, the article stressed, but were born out of
internalized socialist values and served the higher purpose of jointly
advancing the socialist society and reach a higher standard of living
for all.
The terminology of the article mirrors the author’s desire to dissociate East German from Western practices by denying any similarities
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in motives and conduct. To support their interpretation, East German
authors used a specific terminology for describing the practices carried out in East and West which were presented as an expression of
different social and political attitudes. The term ‘do it yourself’ was
only used to describe practices of West Germans, as for example in
an article on ‘do-it-yourself bunkers’ that mocked West Germans who
allegedly had built such bunkers as stupid, commercialized and warmongering.15 GDR citizens, by contrast, were described as ‘tinkerers’
and ‘puzzlers’ (knobeln, basteln) who enjoyed nothing more than tirelessly working on solving problems and on the advancement of the state
and the society. Irrespective of its ideological usage in the GDR, this
article uses the term ‘DIY’ as an analytical category to describe tasks
performed by amateurs instead of them hiring professional handymen
or buying ready-made consumer goods.16 Such products and services
were not always available in GRD everyday life. However, they still
served as points of reference, thus making people perceive such practices as ‘DIY’ accordingly.
Since the standard of living left much to be desired for the East
German population, however, the official East German narrative carried
the risk of relating DIY to a failed economic and consumer policy rather
than to the successful establishment of socialism – not least since in
the GDR the state claimed responsibility for housing and consequently
was to blame when housing standards did not live up to the promises
made.17 Against the backdrop of the Cold War, which was also fought
over standards of living, this was a connection GDR officials wanted to
avoid by all means.
Any practice requires a body which performs it and artefacts with
which to carry it out.18 In the first chapter I will therefore outline how
the state tried to create the prerequisites for the East German population
to perform DIY tasks by providing the necessary framework, resources,
skills and knowledge. For a state that claimed to know best what people
wanted and how to meet their needs and that accordingly controlled
infrastructures and resources, however, this created new problems:
such a state could appreciate practices of DIY only as long as they met
the current criteria of what was necessary in order to ‘build up socialism’.19 The state did not approve of DIY in all circumstances, but was
interested only in what was considered supportive of political goals as
laid down by the party. Claiming to know people’s needs and how to
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provide for them required constant efforts in justifying the state’s call
on people to spend their free time creating living space or building and
maintaining public infrastructures. The second chapter thus discusses
the limits to this politicized approach towards DIY activities. In the
final section, I attempt to briefly contextualize the GDR’s call on its
citizens to engage in DIY activities within the broader history of consumption by interpreting these efforts as a strategy to educate socialist
‘citizen consumers’.

‘The GDR is our House’. DIY and the ‘Building up of
Socialism’
During the Cold War, the built environment was one of the many features that served as an indicator of economic and political superiority
and, in societies of the Eastern bloc, as a visible expression of progress
in the building up of socialism.20 Despite all construction efforts, however, housing conditions were notoriously poor throughout the history
of the GDR. Bad planning, inflexible administrative structures and a
shortage of building materials and trained professionals made housing
the dominant topic of Eingaben, petitions by citizens to various state
organs.21 East Germans complained about long-overdue renovation of
state-owned apartment blocks, rejected building permissions, the lack
of building material, unacceptable sanitary installations, crumbling
structures in which no one could safely live and, not least, a major housing shortage and an inefficient system of allocation of housing that frequently forced parents and adult children, couples and in-laws and even
divorcees to share houses or apartments against their wishes.22
The combination of material and organizational shortcomings led
to persistent discontent and to intensified efforts of political functionaries and administrators to improve the situation. GDR officials
praised achievements of housing under socialism: the low rent level
that was due to high state subsidies, guaranteed housing for all citizens, the allegedly just allocation of housing and the legal protection
of tenants.23 Yet when housing conditions in West Germany started to
improve a few years after the end of World War II, enduring difficulties
in East Germany frustrated efforts to appear as the ‘better’ Germany
and questioned the legitimacy of the socialist government. Only after
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Erich Honecker replaced Walter Ulbricht as the General Secretary of
the SED in 1971 did housing become a priority and an important part of
GDR social policy. But the triumph of the newly erected Plattenbauten,
buildings made of prefabricated concrete slabs, also entailed the further
decay of the old buildings in the city centres and proved to be of inferior
quality. The housing situation remained difficult if slightly less tense.24
As early as 1951, the SED started to systematically call upon the
population to help with the construction works by removing the rubble of buildings destroyed in the bombings of World War II. They also
asked to devote leisure time to the erection and preservation of apartment buildings, parks, playgrounds and other facilities.25 The Nationale
Aufbauwerk, the ‘national development project’, carried its twofold
purpose in its name: developing the socialist nation along with the material environment.26 The successor program, initiated in 1967, called for
citizen participation in an even more straightforward manner: ‘Join
in! More beautiful our cities and communities’ was organized as an
annual competition and asked citizens to engage in voluntary work for
the benefit of their country and, more specifically, their neighbourhood.
Coordinated by the National Front (Nationale Front, NF), an SEDdominated alliance of all political parties and mass organizations of
the GDR, the initiative called on citizens to help renovate state-owned
apartment blocks, paint classrooms, build schools and kindergartens,
collect recyclable materials or look after public parks, playgrounds and
sport areas.27 While the focus during the 1950s was on overcoming the
consequences of the war, ‘Join in!’ aimed at ‘improving the life’ of
GDR citizens on a more general level.
Most important for state officials was the creation of new housing space by fixing up empty or ramshackle rooms into apartments or
by building new family homes. The most important task was, as the
National Council of the NF stated in 1974, ‘to activate all citizens to
help with the improvement of housing conditions and social facilities’,
claiming that the solution of the housing problem demanded greater
initiative through the ‘Join in!’ program.28 Local project catalogues usually listed goals related to housing as a top priority and newspapers
frequently reported on recent achievements as well as on urgent tasks
in this field.29 The tasks included everything from equipping apartments
with sanitary installations to fixing attics into living space to installing windows, painting doors and rendering walls.30 Administrators
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preferred that residents of a building would sign a contract with the
municipal housing administration that managed the large housing stock
in ‘public ownership’ in order to put down in writing the tasks the house
community committed themselves to.31
By getting citizens to take on work that usually fell under the responsibility of local authorities and the municipal housing administration,
the program pursued several goals. First, as Jan Palmowski has shown,
‘Join in!’ aimed at ingraining a ‘deeper love of Heimat and the socialist
fatherland’.32 Taking responsibility for their residential areas and thus
for the benefit of all was supposed to enhance patriotic feelings and to
deepen the identification with the socialist society of the GDR. Joint
work and shared responsibilities would deepen the sense of community
and common financial resources such as premiums for completed tasks
would allow for the organization of cultural and sports events which
would further consolidate the community.33 Albert Norden, leader of the
Agitation Committee of the Politbüro and member of the presidium of
the NF, expressed this notion when referring to Pasewalk, a small town
in the Mecklenburg-Vorpommern region whose city council meeting and
local NF chapter had launched a call to institutionalize ‘Join in!’: ‘Now
Pasewalk has risen again – and not only in terms of architecture, but first
and foremost because a new spirit has emerged. It is manifest in the conviction of an overwhelming majority of the population: the GDR is our
house’.34 In this perspective, building or renovating a house was more
than taking care of one’s housing needs, but part of the construction of
an even greater structure: the socialist society. A tenant who had helped
create the outdoor facilities of his new home in East Berlin described
how ‘Join in!’ helped raise his sense of community and responsibility.
Through working with others for the common cause he felt he had turned
‘from “I” to “we” ’, which was just as the state had intended.35
Second, the competition served to make up for delays in the longterm economic plan that governed GDR economic life in every detail.
As the state started taking consumer wishes more seriously in order
to gain legitimacy and to prevent social unrest, the fulfilment or over-
fulfilment of the plan became increasingly important. ‘Join in!’, therefore, aimed to create additional economic value outside official working hours and outside the state-owned enterprises. Like in many cities,
the city council of Erfurt supported the continuation of ‘Join in!’ the following year. In a report on the initiative, the council argued that ‘with
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this competition we managed to direct the initiatives of the citizens of
our towns and communities more closely to the tasks described in the
economic plan’.36 The contest, the report went on, ‘enabled us to reach
conformity between individual, collective and overall economic interest better than before, to further develop democratic centralism, and
socialist democracy’. Ideally, the authorities hoped, ‘Join in!’ would
create a win-win situation, reconciling the demand for better housing
not only with the state’s promise to arrange for it, but also with the
SED’s political goals and with the material shortages that caused so
many complaints and Eingaben.
Yet a program as far-reaching and multi-layered as ‘Join in!’
required far more than an ambitious plan and social or political pressure; it also depended on the skills of those who were supposed to help
carry out the work as well as on the provision of materials and tools. In
order to make the program work, the state had to equip its population
accordingly. Apart from including the collection of recyclable materials
into the ‘Join in!’ agreements and making Publicly Owned Enterprises
(Volkseigene Betriebe, VEB) support the contest with materials, tools
and know-how, in many municipalities so-called Reparaturstützpunkte
(supply depots) were set up. These centres provided the local population
with everything necessary to conduct repairs and maintenance work.
Following a resolution of the Council of Ministers in 1960 that aimed at
supporting the ‘self-help’ of house communities in state-owned apartment blocks, such depots already existed all over the GDR when ‘Join
in!’ was first announced. The competition drew on this infrastructure,
advanced its expansion and opened additional ‘Join in!’ centres.37
To be sure, home improvement stores existed in the GDR, too, and
their staff was supposed to be mindful of the importance of mass initiatives such as ‘Join in!’ when advising customers.38 The plan to more
closely involve citizens in the construction and maintenance of housing
units and neighbourhoods, however, led to the state-driven establishment of a new infrastructure. Here, access to resources was not regulated through cash and the availability of goods, but through certificates
that made sure that these precious goods were only given to those who
would use them for the greater good and according to the plan. By distributing scarce materials and tools, the supply depots served as yet
another site that interrelated individual citizens or house communities
and a state that aimed at reaching into the home as far as possible.39
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Providing tools and materials was one thing, but how could the
skills be developed which were necessary to utilize resources most productively and to obtain results that really improved living conditions?
Although they were quite widespread, the state did not rely on the individual acquisition of such skills in various private settings, but instead
explored strategies to systematically train crafting skills. The staff at the
‘Join in!’ centres and supply depots offered advice to those who sought
help with specific problems. As a preventive measure, these institutions
also started to offer courses in which participants learned everything
from painting and tiling to brick-laying, woodwork and installation
works.40 In November 1979, the newspaper Berliner Zeitung announced
that the ‘Join in!’ centres in the capital alone offered 290 courses during
the winter term, mostly taught by professional handymen.41 The skills
and knowledge of these experts were of paramount importance for the
contest, not only because they shared their knowledge in class, but also
because they lent a hand with the actual construction and renovation
work. The gap between plan requirements and capacities, even with
‘Join in!’, was so big that the NF tried to recruit Feierabendbrigaden, a
form of legalized moonlighting where organized groups of professional
handymen were paid to carry out additional jobs after working hours.42
The call to ‘join in’ during their leisure time was aimed at amateurs
as much as professionals, making many projects a close cooperation
between DIYers and professionals, a constellation that was meant to
increase results and help transfer knowledge.43
Books and leaflets completed the range of instructions provided
by the state. In 1973, the Ministry of Building started disseminating
leaflets on various DIY tasks ‘for initiatives from individuals and city
groups’, which were later combined into two volumes and re-published
in the 1980s.44 In addition, several VEBs and associations of VEBs
published magazines and a variety of how-to books in large (but still
insufficient) numbers, covering topics such as roofing work, tiling,
woodwork, stonewalling and painting.45 Most of the VEB publications
were not officially part of the ‘Join in!’ campaign or other programs,
but nevertheless helped to distribute knowledge important for the mass
initiatives.
Training citizens on how to carry out various practical tasks fit
in seamlessly with an overall pedagogical concept that placed special emphasis on practical education in schooling. The GDR declared
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polytechnic education the guiding principle of all secondary schools
in 1959. The newly established Polytechnic Secondary Schools
(Polytechnische Oberschule, POS) which replaced the previous secondary schools laid particular emphasis on subjects such as technical drawing, productive work and handicrafts along with school gardens.46 The
POS was supposed to impart the skills necessary for the East German
economy, but also a certain work ethic characterized by diligence, the
love of work, accuracy, a sense of responsibility and a willingness to
help – skills and attitudes which ‘Join in!’ was counting on, too.47 From
the beginning, it was expected that polytechnic education would translate into intensified home improvement activities.48
West Germany and other Western countries also had competitions
that aimed at beautifying or restructuring communities. In the Federal
Republic, Unser Dorf soll schöner werden (Our village shall be more
beautiful) was established in 1961 and continues to this day.49 Here, too,
citizens were called upon to shape and to improve living conditions in
their communities, yet under quite different conditions. Although local
and federal politicians officially supported the contest, it never followed a party agenda. There was no political pressure to participate and
participants were not made agents of political plans prepared by party
officials.50 The contest focused on rural areas and only villages with
less than 3000 inhabitants were eligible. Its main goal shifted throughout the 1960s and 1970s from mere beautification to modernization
and the advancement of structural change in order to bring rural living
conditions closer to urban conditions without destroying the village’s
character. While many citizens, just like in the GDR, devoted their
leisure time in creating, maintaining and renovating facilities such as
community halls, parks, or infrastructure, the West German contest was
not about creating housing space, collectively building family homes,
or compensating for the government’s inability to fulfil its promises.51
Most importantly, participation in the contest was not seen as an expression of the villager’s political attitude and love of the fatherland.
Whereas in the United States and Western Europe an ever-growing industry thrived on encouraging people to ‘do it yourself’ (and to
first buy instructions, tools and materials),52 East Germans similarly
were asked to carry out tasks themselves. In contrast to the Western
part of the country, however, by completing such tasks themselves
East Germans would relieve the state – which was in fact in charge
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of providing housing and infrastructure, but now outsourced some of
its tasks to private citizens and their leisure time – of pressing obligations. Most importantly, the request to ‘do it yourself’ was subordinated to the call to ‘join in’. To ‘join in’ meant to adapt oneself to an
already existing context defined by others, in this case the state, even
if the contest encouraged the input of its citizens to identify problems
and to suggest improvements. While ‘do it yourself’ highlights the
individual, ‘join in’ appreciates the individual only as part of a group.
Practicing DIY in the interests of the state never was (only) a private
but a collective matter with tasks and goals defined by state institutions. Polytechnics, ’Join in!’ and similar mass initiatives all shared
the same goal: creating economic prosperity and transforming citizens
into true ‘socialist personalities’ by teaching and stimulating both the
necessary skills and what could be called a DIY spirit.53 Ideally, citizens, starting at school age, internalized both skills and attitudes that
enabled them not only to transform the built environment, but also
their personalities. By making things themselves citizens were supposed to also ‘make’ themselves good, socialist citizens and the state
a truly socialist society.54
‘Transformation’ is therefore the keyword to describe DIY in the
GDR and particularly state attempts to politicize such practices. On a
basic level, the shortage in tools and materials fostered a perspective
on things that focused on their transformational potential. Asked about
their DIY activities, former GDR citizens frequently explained how
they had used their creativity to turn something they possessed into
something they wanted: remains of industrial production into fences, a
fridge compressor into an electric saw, a hair trimmer into an electric
drill.55 The state tried to encourage and to take advantage of this habit,
since it corresponded very well with the socialist assumption that people and societies could fundamentally be shaped according to political
ideas and by the material environment they lived in.56 In order to do so,
state organizations set up an organizational and material infrastructure
of institutions that distributed knowledge and materials, thus relating
access to resources with a political purpose. Compared to the attempts
to transform East Germany into a socialist society by force, however,
‘Join in!’, just like other contexts of participation, allowed for ‘far more
open[ness] and genuine debate about how to improve the basic conditions of everyday life’.57
60

HCM 2018, VOL. 6, no. X

A ‘CALL TO TOOLS’: DIY BETWEEN STATE BUILDING AND CONSUMPTION PRACTICES

‘Do it Yourself’ Instead of ‘Joining in’. Scopes and Limits
of DIY in East Germany
Skills and knowledge can hardly be restricted to a certain scope. For the
East German state, the unpredictability of how much valued technical
and manual skills were actually put to use proved to be problematic.
In a state that put public above individual interests and that claimed to
direct the use of manpower and resources down to the last detail, independent decisions easily conflicted with the political agenda. Beyond
the narrow limits set by the state, the use of material resources, skills
and knowledge quickly were considered misuse – at least in theory. In
everyday life, East German authorities struggled to uphold these seemingly clear principles.
A first example of how practices of DIY created tensions between
principles and reality relates to the widespread habit of people taking
resources, tools and machines from the workplace or using the equipment of publicly-owned enterprises for private means during working
hours.58 That people took the term ‘the people’s property’ (volkseigen)
quite literally was no secret. Many contemporary cartoons addressed
the issue, for example portraying owners of weekend houses proudly
presenting their cabins, which would have been impossible to build or
improve without materials and tools stolen from the workplace.59 Erich
Honecker’s famous (and unintentionally ambiguous) remark that there
was ‘much more to get out of our companies’ was used tongue-in-cheek
to legitimize the fact that many citizens took what they needed from the
workplace in order to advance their private endeavours in building or
renovating houses, repairing cars or conducting other DIY tasks.60 Such
ways of overcoming scarcity further weakened the economic potential of the publicly-owned enterprises. Despite a few scandalized cases,
however, stealing from the workplace was rarely prosecuted. Turning
a blind eye to the ‘organization’ of material at the workplace was more
or less inevitable for the authorities. Colleagues usually covered up for
each other and in the face of the overwhelming extent of administrative
misplanning silently tolerating such habits was hoped to keep frustration at bay.61
Despite its explicit call for DIY, ‘Join in!’ itself is an example of
how state and private interests could collide in this field. Due to the
ubiquitous lack in manpower, resources, tools and machines, local
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authorities and the NF tried to correlate the yearly economic plans and
‘Join in!’ projects as closely as possible. Yet rallying citizens behind
tasks designated by the plan was not always easy because the residents
of a house or neighbourhood often had their own ideas about what
they found desirable and necessary to do.62 Thus, coordinating official
plans and private wishes without losing sight of resources or undermining the commitment of those who participated in the contest remained
a balancing act for the organizers of ‘Join in!’ Moreover, efforts to
encourage citizens to identify problems and to develop creative solutions were easily frustrated because the lack of material and tools prevented even approved projects from being carried out.63 Participation
in ‘Join in!’ was often motivated less by enthusiasm for the contest but
by expectations of gaining extra resources that would not have been
available otherwise. According to Jan Palmowski, citizens engaged in
the competition ‘because it was able to encompass activities that [they]
were already engaged in anyway’, meaning that people did not change
their behaviour through ‘Join in!’ but used the contest to follow their
own interests.64 Rather than building up infrastructure and public buildings, citizens frequently diverted materials and tools to further their
private DIY projects, many of which would later be ‘accounted for
as value created’ through the contest, even if they had not been a plan
priority or not even been on the list.65 In the end, citizens who deployed
skills and resources in their leisure time, even if at variance with political priorities, were still more useful to the state than inactive citizens,
who might express growing discontent over the lack of services and
supplies in the GDR.
My third example highlights the intertwined relationship between
desired and undesired practices of DIY in the GDR, particularly with
regard to the creation of additional living space that was so important
to both the state and its population. In addition to the poor condition
of many apartment buildings, the inefficient system of allocating flats
caused widespread resentment and frustration. The state claimed the
right to allocate living space according to what it defined as ‘just’ and
in line with political goals, but a considerable number of flats remained
unoccupied despite a substantial housing shortage throughout the
existence of the GDR. Due to a lack of trained construction workers
and because of legal regulations that made the renovation of privately
owned buildings highly unattractive, many old apartment buildings
62
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erected at the turn of the century became dilapidated and uninhabitable. They stood empty at a time when thousands of people desperately
looked for a place to live.66
Not all of these spaces remained empty, however. Careful not to
attract any attention, individuals in many cities silently entered uninhabited apartments they had discovered. Moving into an empty apartment without official permission was illegal, even if the person in question suffered from dreadful housing conditions. But instead of being
prosecuted, many illegal squatters not only managed to go unpunished,
but they were able to transform their illegal status into a legal renting agreement.67 To be habitable in the first place, the usually ramshackle rooms required substantial renovation. Squatters in the GDR
showed impressive creativity, devotion and skills at repairing roofs,
draining apartments, wiring them for electricity and installing heating
and sanitary systems, with little means and often without any professional help.68
In a sense, except for being illegal, many of these activities perfectly
matched the criteria of ‘Join in!’. Squatters used their own equipment
and often extracted and recycled stones, wood, installations or glass
panes from condemned houses. Thus, they put no further strain on the
already limited amount of building material available in stores and at
supply stations. Even their attitudes were in line with the NF’s vision of
the ideal participant of ‘Join in!’ – in most cases, squatting was rather
apolitical and did not result from genuine ideological discontent. On
the contrary, squatters took responsibility and some even claimed they
simply thought renovating a particular house was something they could
easily do themselves instead of burdening the state with such tasks.69
Right after moving in, most squatters started paying rent. After all, they
were not trying to avoid expenses, but merely looked for a place to live
and often intended to legalize their status as soon as possible, a goal
that was much more likely to be reached when presenting oneself as a
conscientious citizen.70
Squatting in combination with repairing the occupied buildings was
not a very wide-spread phenomenon. It included perhaps ten thousand
people in total, mostly in major cities such as East Berlin, Leipzig,
Halle, Magdeburg, Jena and Dresden.71 Still, the local authorities faced
the difficult decision whether undermining their authority to allocate
housing outweighed the independent, if unauthorized, creation of badly
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needed additional living space. In the end, the state did not apply the
law as strictly as it could have. Particularly for those who turned crumbling apartments into homes, rules proved to be negotiable.72
The political relevance of DIY in the context of East Germany is
not only revealed by attempts to politicize such practices by integrating
them into state policies. As the above examples illustrate, its political
character was equally manifest in the authorities’ reaction towards such
practices in cases where they went not only beyond state priorities, but
even against the law. By no means all of those who crossed ideological
and legal lines set by the state considered their actions political. The
authorities’ regular (albeit not consistent) toleration of such transgressions against the rules when it came to DIY, however, shows that for the
state, these practices had a political dimension.

Creating Socialist Citizen Consumers?
Politicising practices of DIY was part of a set of strategies the East
German state employed in order to subject several spheres of life,
from education to career and leisure choices, to socialist ideology and
its economic plan. By systematically fostering practices of DIY, the
state hoped to equip individuals with the skills, knowledge and attitudes necessary to step in wherever they would be most useful for the
‘building up of socialism’. Given the discrepancy between the SED’s
promises of a bright socialist future and life under the conditions of
real existing socialism, the authorities also drew on practices of DIY
in order to compensate for their own shortcomings in providing for the
standard of living they had promised. Official proclamations, however,
were eager to portray their frequent ‘call to tools’ not as a sign of the
state’s ineptitude, but rather of a truly socialist sense of responsibility
and communality.
The focus of these joint DIY endeavours was on public goods: housing, infrastructure and public facilities, such as kindergartens, playgrounds and cultural centres, therefore on a mix of public and private
consumer goods with a strong focus on the former. By redefining consumption and leisure in collective terms, the East German state tried to
generate pride in communal facilities and in public goods rather than
in private possessions. The focus on public goods as an indicator for
64
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the standard of living was supposed to set East Germany apart from
the Western capitalist model with its alleged individualistic greed for
private consumer goods and its lack of community spirit. At the same
time, this approach also reflected older German traditions of focusing
on public consumption, a characteristic that had distinguished most
European consumer societies from the American model of mass consumption since the interwar years.73
The efforts to inspire private citizens to dedicate their leisure time on
the production of public goods can be interpreted as an attempt to create socialist ‘consumer citizens’. Established to delineate the complex
interrelation between citizenship and consumption in democratic societies, the term is useful as well for conceiving state-driven attempts to
mobilize citizens to the creation of public consumer goods rather than
using resources, skills and time (only) for the realization of individual
consumer desires, thus seeking to create a socialist consumer identity.74
Such attempts were elements of a socialist mode of provision where
the state urged its population to contribute beyond working hours to the
provisioning of private as well as public consumer goods.
This idea of the citizen as a ‘collective handyman’ (and -woman)
competed with practices of DIY where citizens used their handiwork
to improve their private standard of life. Individual consumer wishes
and ideas about how to organize leisure time outranked the ideal of collectively transforming East Germany into the perfect socialist society.
Whereas the NF struggled to activate citizens to ‘join in’, other forms
of DIY flourished that promised access to private consumer amenities
otherwise not available in the GDR or that seemed satisfying leisure
activities. The Jena exhibition, however, suggests that the emphasis on
DIY and the constant ‘call to tools’, along with an educational system
that combined intellectual with practical skills, had left its marks even
if it did not necessarily create the kind of socialist consumer citizens
the SED had hoped for. Almost thirty years after the GDR’s demise,
people rushed to bring their self-made goods and recalled meticulously how and why they had gathered materials and then planned,
built and used the various items. The interest in the topic displayed
by the donors, more than 7000 visitors (in a city with a population of
roughly 100,000) and the media interest speak of a shared East German
experience, identity and, not least, pride based on the ability to ‘do it
yourself’.
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