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In 1987, a lavish parade wound through the streets of East Berlin. The procession,
to celebrate the 750th anniversary of the city’s foundation, took five hours to pass
the podium seating the great and the good of the East German regime. The best
views went to First Secretary Erich Honecker and his wife, Margot, the Minister
for Education. There was little to distinguish this scene from a thousand other
cold war pageants until the arrival of a float bearing topless mermaids. The moment when TV cameras panned from these barely clad participants to show the
Honeckers’ reaction (Erich beaming, Margot slightly strained) went down in East
German legend. The contrast with East Germany’s previous leader, Walter Ulbricht, could hardly have been greater. Ulbricht’s “Ten Commandments of Socialist Ethics and Morals,” handed down in 1958, included the exhortation: “you
should live cleanly and decently and respect your family.” In keeping with this
moral hard line, the Communist regime had attempted to outlaw nudism altogether in the 1950s. Policemen had patrolled the Baltic beaches, fining and arresting bathers without swimsuits. Nudist organizations had been dissolved or
driven underground, and those wishing to continue their hobby had been forced
into either subterfuge or outright defiance of the regime. By the 1980s, however,
public nudity was widely practiced in East Germany. Indeed, since the fall of the
Berlin Wall, nudity has been seized upon as one of the most visible markers of
East German difference.
While nudism was well established in certain West German beaches and parks
(the English Garden in Munich is the best known), its acceptance was by no
means a matter of course. In West Germany, and in Western Europe and America
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more generally, nudism tended to be confined to assigned areas. This might mean
that it was acceptable to be naked on particular beaches or, as was the case in
West Germany, when visiting the sauna. “Camps” run by nudist organizations
allowed keen nudists to swim, socialize, play sports, and eat and drink in the
nude, but these tended to be for members only. What was striking about East
Germany was not that everyone bathed in the nude, but that nude and clothed
bathers mingled freely. In comparison to many societies, both East and West
Germans had a relatively relaxed attitude toward nudity, but Westerners were
used to much clearer boundaries. For them, nudity was a legitimate choice, but
one that should be exercised only within designated spaces. After reunification,
newspapers avidly reported on the “beach wars” of the Baltic coast, in which
West German tourists demanded lines of demarcation between nudist and nonnudist beaches, as was the norm in the West.1
Until now, there has been no sustained attempt to explain nudism’s progression
from illegality to seeming ubiquity.2 This study aims to address this deficit by
telling the story of how nudism was legalized and popularized and asking how
this transformation from ban to boom should be interpreted. Should nudism be
seen, as some have argued, as a means of resistance against the political hegemony
of the regime?3 Was nudism a classic “niche” in socialism, which enabled a retreat
into the authenticity of private life?4 Or is it proof of the dialogue between the
state and its citizens, a “small way of saying ‘no,’” as Robert Edelman has put it
in another context?5 Finally, can the spread of nudism be regarded as a reflection
1
See, e.g., Alexander Ferguson, “Germany’s Divide Exposed in Underpants War,” The
Independent, August 25, 1992.
2
Ina Merkel’s excellent article, “Die Nackten und die Roten: Zum Verhältnis von Nacktheit und Öffentlichkeit in der DDR,” Mitteilungen aus der kulturwissenschaftlichen Forschung 18, no. 36 (1995): 80–108, focuses on nudity in East German film and in the
monthly Das Magazin.
3
Uli Linke, German Bodies: Race and Representation after Hitler (New York and London, 1999), 72.
4
Günter Gaus, Wo Deutschland liegt (Hamburg, 1983), 156. Although he did not specifically refer to nudism, Gaus saw leisure activities such as sailing, collecting antiques,
singing in choirs, and allotment gardening as spaces relatively free from state control, in
which a large proportion of East German life took place.
5
Robert Edelman, “A Small Way of Saying ‘No’: Moscow Working Men, Spartak
Soccer, and the Communist Party, 1900–1945,” American Historical Review 107, no. 5
(2002): 1441–74. See here also the highly influential work of Alf Lüdtke and Thomas
Lindenberger on Eigen-Sinn: Alf Lüdtke, Eigen-Sinn, Fabrikalltag, Arbeitererfahrungen
und Politik vom Kaiserreich bis in den Faschismus (Hamburg, 1993); Thomas Lindenberger, “Herrschaft und Eigen-Sinn in der Diktatur: Das Alltagsleben der DDR und sein Platz
in der Erinnerungskultur des vereinten Deutschlands,” Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte 40
(2000): 5–12; T. Lindenberger, ed., Herrschaft und Eigen-Sinn in der Diktatur: Studien
zur Gesellschaftsgeschichte der DDR (Köln and Weimar, 1999), esp. his essay “Die Diktatur der Grenzen: Zur Einleitung,” 13–44; Thomas Lindenberger, “Everyday History:
New Approaches to the History of the Post-War Germanies,” in The Divided Past: Rewriting Post-War German History, ed. Christoph Kleßmann (Oxford and New York, 2001),
52; on the influence of the term Eigen-Sinn on the historiography of East Germany, see
Jan Palmowski, “Between Conformity and Eigen-Sinn: New Approaches to GDR History,”
German History 20, no. 4 (2002): 494–502.
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of progressive Communist values, a sign that the East German regime, for all its
flaws, propagated a more genuine gender equality and openness about the body
than its Western neighbors?6
To answer these questions, we have to grapple with the meanings of the body
under state socialism. For the regime, the body could symbolize a whole host of
anxieties about postfascist rule: work, health, race, reproduction, war, and death,
to name but a few. Keeping the bodies of the population healthy, at work, and
within the borders of East Germany was crucial to the attempts by the Socialist
Unity Party (SED) to build socialism. The nude body was particularly problematic, raising a troublesome triumvirate of sex, Nazism, and social democracy. The
German Communist movement, with few exceptions, had always been suspicious
of sexuality, seeing it as trivial and bourgeois. This tendency was, if anything,
reinforced by the rigors of the Aufbau period, when building a socialist Germany
was supposed to take priority over more personal pleasures. The bodies most
visible in the public sphere were those of workers like sinewy miner Adolf Hennecke, who became the figurehead of the activist movement when he overfulfilled
the norm by 387 percent.7
The nude body may have instantly conjured up anxieties about sexuality, but
it had unsavory political connotations for East German Communists too. German
nudism’s origins were to be found at the turn of the century, in the völkisch
nationalism of Richard Ungewitter and the health-centered middle-class reform
movement.8 Only after World War I did nudism become a mass phenomenon.
During the 1920s and 1930s, left- and right-wing nudist groups flourished.9 Despite the popularity of nudism in progressive Soviet circles, left-wing nudism in
Germany was primarily associated with the social democratic movement. This
proved a major stumbling block for postwar Communists, who had little patience
with the pacifist socialism of Weimar nudist leaders such as Adolf Koch.
Worse, however, were the associations with Nazism. When the National Socialist Party (NSDAP) came to power, it initially tried to stamp out nudist culture.
Soon, however, a compromise was struck, allowing not only the existence of
Kurt Starke, “Die Republik der Nackten,” Wochenpost, July 22, 1993.
See Rainer Gries and Silke Satjukow, “Von Menschen und Übermenschen: Das ‘Alltag’
und das ‘Außeralltägliche’ der ‘sozialistischen Helden,’” Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte
17 (2002): 39–46.
8
Lichtkämpfer, Sonnenfreunde und wilde Nackte: Zur Geschichte der Freikörperkultur
in Deutschland (Berlin, 2000); Chad Ross, Naked Germany: Health, Race, and the Nation
(Oxford and New York, 2005); Judith Baumgartner, “Freikörperkultur,” in Handbuch der
deutschen Reformbewegung, 1880–1933, ed. Diethardt Kerbs and Jürgen Renlecke (Wuppertal, 1998), 103–14; Arno Klönne, “Das ‘Ja zum Leibe’—mehrdeutig: Zur politischen
Geschichte der Freikörperkulturbewegung,” Vorgänge 33, no. 3 (1994): 27–32.
9
Michael Andritzky, “Berlin—Urheimat der Nackten: Die FKK-Bewegung in den 20er
Jahre,” in “Wir sind nackt und nennen uns Du”: Von Lichtfreunden und Sonnenkämpfer:
Eine Geschichte der Freikörperkultur, ed. M. Andritzky and Thomas Rautenberg (Giessen,
1989), 50–105; Baumgartner, “Freikörperkultur”; Ulf Erdmann Ziegler, Nackt unter Nackten: Utopien der Nacktkultur, 1906–1942 (Berlin, 1990); Klaus Toepfer, Empire of Ecstasy: Nudity and Movement in German Body Culture, 1910–1935 (Berkeley, 1997).
6
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organized nudist groups but also a degree of spontaneous naked bathing at lakes
and at the seaside, particularly during the war years.10 The spectacular visibility
of the nude or seminude body in certain areas of Nazi culture, from Riefenstahl’s
Olympia to the public sculptures of Arno Breker and Josef Thorak, also contributed to the postwar belief that the public display of nudity sprang from suspect
motives. It did not take much to persuade East German officials that no good
could come from public nakedness. At best it was a display of loose morals; at
worst, Nazi revanchism.
However, the story of East German nudism, in common with all histories of
the body, goes beyond a narrative of regime control and surveillance.11 As the
nudists’ unlikely victory over state attempts to ban their hobby shows, bodies
were also a means of challenging or even defying the regime. Dorinda Outram
has argued persuasively that “the construction and use of a dignified individual
body . . . can be employed as a source of authority in conflicts in the public
realm.”12 The East Germans who took to the streets in 1989, or simply left the
country altogether, demonstrated that in spectacular style. But peaceful protest
did not spring from nowhere, as the case of nudism shows. Attempts to ban, or
later to confine, nudism were sabotaged by a massive campaign of civil disobedience. Policemen who dared to step onto the beach were greeted with Indian
war cries and taunts of “dress up warm now”; nudists defaced official signs with
caricatures of local politicians and even went so far as to throw unwanted intruders
in the sea.
Bodies could be used directly to challenge the regime’s authority to restrict
one’s behavior, but they also undermined the state’s monopoly in more subtle
ways. When nudists went on the record, in letters to the state, in surveys, or in
the media, they articulated firmly held views about the compatibility of their
hobby with the socialist way of life. These often overlapped substantially with
SED ideology; indeed, many nudists were party members. But their personal
worldviews and their ideas about the body also incorporated ideologies about
health, race, and nature that predated the East German state. Nudists who had
freed themselves from their clothes were not necessarily free from political bag10
Matthew Jefferies, “For a Genuine and Noble Nakedness? German Naturism in the
Third Reich,” German History 24, no. 1 (2006): 62–84; Ulrich Linse, “Sonnenmenschen
unter der Swastika: Die FKK-Bewegung im Dritten Reich,” in Freikörperkultur und Lebenswelt: Studien zur Vor- und Frühgeschichte der Freikörperkultur in Deutschland, ed.
Michael Grisko (Kassel, 1999), 239–96; Dietger Pforte, “Zur Freikörperkultur—Bewegung im nationalsozialistischen Deutschland,” in Andritzky and Rautenberg, eds., “Wir
sind nackt und nennen uns Du,” 136–45; Arnd Krüger, Fabian Krüger, and Sybille Treptau,
“Nudism in Nazi Germany: Indecent Behavior or Physical Culture for the Well-Being of
the Nation?” International Journal of the History of Sport 19, no. 4 (2002): 33–54; Michael
Hau, The Cult of Health and Beauty in Germany: A Social History, 1890–1930 (Chicago
and London, 2003), chap. 8.
11
See Kathleen Canning, “The Body as Method? Reflections on the Place of the Body
in Gender History,” Gender and History 11, no. 3 (1999): 499–513.
12
Dorinda Outram, The Body and the French Revolution: Sex, Class and Political Culture (New Haven, CT, and London, 1989), 23.
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gage. While East German nudism would draw upon pre-1945 traditions, as we
will see, its supporters were not automatically in favor of political freedom per se.
This association between nudity and freedom is a tenet of the nudist movement13 and is made particularly clear by the German term Freie Körperkultur or
free body culture (often abbreviated to FKK).14 But we should beware of concluding from this that nudism was always and everywhere a form of resistance
against the regime. Rather than rejecting the state, East German nudists were
involved in a process of negotiation and a campaign of persuasion. They openly
challenged what they saw as inconsistent and ludicrous legislation, while claiming
that their own activities were more than compatible with the socialist way of life.
Not only did they demand the right to bathe in the nude, they wanted state recognition in the form of an official organization too. No doubt some of this was
guided by expediency. However, nudists had a genuine sense of ethical superiority: nudism was healthy, hygienic, and ethically unimpeachable. As one man
wrote to the Rostock regional council, “We would like to point out to you that
nudism is a part of societal progress. You won’t be able to stop it. Nudism belongs
to the ‘new’ things, which need time [to develop]. You had better know that you
haven’t heard the last of this.”15 However irritating Rostock bureaucrats found
such nudist self-righteousness, the petitioner was proved right. By the 1980s, nude
bathing was not only so widespread as to be completely unremarkable; it was
also being held up as a mark of socialist progress and modernity. To understand
how this transformation took place, we need to turn to the 1950s, the heyday of
state attempts to control the body.

CONTROLLING THE BODY: POLICING NUDISM
The 1950s saw determined efforts to destroy whatever remained of East German
civil society. The repression of nudism followed similar attacks on young Christians, bebop fans, and social democratic milieus.16 Unlike these matters, however,
nudism was not debated at the highest levels of East German governance. The
Ruth Barcan, Nudity: A Cultural Anatomy (Oxford and New York, 2004), 94.
“Free body culture,” often abbreviated to FKK, was the accepted term for nude bathing
in the GDR. Given that “body culture” was also used synonymously with sport, this was
a rather confusing term, and those hostile to nudism sometimes referred to it as “naked
culture” or simply “naked swimming.” For the sake of readability, I have translated “free
body culture” as “nudism” throughout this piece. In practice, “FKK” covered a multiplicity
of behavior, from occasional, opportunistic nude bathers to those who set up nudist groups
where all activities, from cooking to sports, were carried out naked. The ideological weight
given to nudity also varied considerably, from those who claimed that nudists were morally
superior people to those who wanted to save on the price of a swimsuit. In my own usage,
I distinguish between “nudists” and “nude bathers.” “Nude bathers” refers to those who
simply swam in the nude. “Nudism” covers all those who justified their nudity on philosophical, moral, or health grounds and those who wished to be naked for purposes other
than swimming and sunbathing.
15
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 24, 31. Horst S. to RdB Rostock, 5.4.61.
16
I am indebted to Mark Fenemore for his insights on this point.
13
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Politburo and Central Committee were amply occupied with the challenges and
crises of early state socialism: the reconstruction of the economy, the 1953 Workers’ Uprising, conflict and purges within the party, and the constant flow of refugees to the West, culminating in the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961. Those
who wrestled with the nudist question were largely middle-ranking bureaucrats
in the police, the national sports organization, and the ministries of health, culture,
and the interior. As so often with “moral” and sexual matters, there was the
problem of competence: nobody really wanted to take responsibility for such an
indelicate policy area. All had different perspectives on the bodies they sought to
police, nurture, or develop. Due to the lack of a directive from on high, policy
was often shaped on the hoof, so personal preferences and sympathies played an
important role too. And once laws were passed, implementation was the responsibility of regional authorities, making consistency hard to come by. But despite
this fragmentary response, it is not hard to identify why the authorities were
opposed to nudism. The political, social, and moral anxieties at the heart of the
socialist project ran deep, and nudism touched on suspicions of resurgent Nazism,
anti-Communism, Western consumerism, and uncontrolled sexuality.17
Fears that reactionary, or even Nazi, traditions might linger on in the remnants
of pre-1945 civil society were particularly strong in the case of nudism. The nudist
movement had been tolerated and, to a certain extent, encouraged in the Third
Reich, with a number of officially sanctioned books and films appearing in the
late 1930s. The East German authorities concluded from this that those wishing
to rebuild nudist traditions were Nazi sympathizers. This view gained credence
when it was discovered that a former NSDAP member was running a commercial
nudist operation out of a trade-union-registered allotment group in Erfurt.18
Former Nazis were not the only objects of suspicion. During the late 1940s
and early 1950s the SED was riven by a series of purges, the first directed against
the Social Democrats who had merged with the Communists in 1946. In this
context, nudism was automatically suspect. The Weimar proletarian nudist movement had been predominantly aligned with the Social Democratic Party (SPD),
Although both nudists and the East German authorities rarely, if ever, referred to
developments outside the GDR, it is interesting to note that West German nudism faced
similar problems. The movement was shorn of its original ideology, forcing pioneers like
Adolf Koch onto the sidelines, and was the target of a sustained campaign by the Adenauer
government. As Dagmar Herzog suggests, the political climate in 1950s West Germany
had strong antisexual currents, a result of many people’s desire to distance themselves
from the perceived licentiousness of the Nazi era. In this respect, the East and West German
governments may have been more similar than they would have cared to admit. Giselher
Spitzer, “Der deutsche Naturismus nach dem zweiten Weltkrieg,” in Andritzky and Rautenberg, eds., “Wir sind nackt und nennen uns Du,” 146–62; Dagmar Herzog, “Desperately
Seeking Normality: Sex and Marriage in the Wake of the War,” in Life after Death, ed.
Richard Bessel and Dirk Schumann (Cambridge, 2003), 161–92. Herzog’s compelling Sex
after Fascism: Memory and Morality in Twentieth-Century Germany (Princeton, NJ, 2005)
makes the point that Nazism was associated with sexual license in both Germanies, but it
was only in the West that sex played a central role in the memory of fascism.
18
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 9 (Kolb, HVDVP, to DVP Weimar, 19.8.50).
17
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most notably in the form of the “body culture schools” set up by Adolf Koch to
promote nude gymnastics. Koch was a utopian socialist who felt that physical
exercise and fresh air could help the working class overcome the effects of poverty, malnutrition, and hard work on their bodies. He was antidrinking, antismoking, and liberal on sexual matters, arguing for the legalization of homosexuality and abortion and the acceptance of sex and childbearing outside marriage.
He was also a committed pacifist.19 None of these principles fitted in well with
the altogether more militaristic and sexually straitlaced Communism of the early
cold war. As the state sports organization put it in no uncertain terms: “The ‘nudist
unions’ were a by-product of the disintegration of imperialism in the area of body
culture and sports. . . . As an expression of imperialist decadence, ‘nudist unions’
cannot be tolerated.”20
The fact that Koch was active in the reemerging nudist movement in West
Germany led to a third ground for suspicion: that many of those indulging in
nude bathing in and around East Berlin were petty-bourgeois West Berliners. The
Motzener Lake south of Berlin had been the spiritual home of German nudists
during the 1920s, and many returned there after the war.21 The Märchenwiese, or
Fairy-Tale Meadow, was shut down when a police investigation discovered that
its membership was made up of “business people, intellectuals, and white-collar
workers,” the majority of whom lived in West Berlin and were not sympathetic
to the GDR. “It is obvious,” the report concluded, “that this is not a case of simple
naked swimming, but of a West Berlin nudist group.”22 The Ministry of the Interior decreed that this cross-border tourism would have to come to an end: “The
GDR has no interest in tolerating enemy elements in the most beautiful regions
of Brandenburg. The grounds would surely be a wonderful holiday camp for our
FDJ [the state youth organization] and thereby offer a greater number of our
working young people rest and relaxation.”23
Finally, there was a strong feeling that nudism was immoral and that those who
went nude must be motivated by sexual desire. The deputy chief of police de19
See Giselher Spitzer, “‘Nackt und frei’; Die proletarische Freikörperkulturbewegung,”
in Illustrierte Geschichte des Arbeitersports, ed. Hans Joachim Teichler and Gerhard Hauk
(Berlin and Bonn, 1987), 174–81, and “Die ‘Adolf-Koch-Bewegung’: Genese und Praxis
einer proletarischen Selbsthilfe-Organisation zwischen den Weltkriegen,” in Arbeiterkultur
und Arbeitersport, ed. Hans Joachim Teichler (Clausthal-Zellerfeld, 1985), 77–104; Andritzky, “Berlin—Urheimat der Nackten.”
20
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 30. Weißig, Deutscher Sportausschuss, to HDVP,
28.8.51.
21
On the Motzener See in the 1920s and 1930s, see Charly Strässer, Nacktkultur im
alten Berlin: Die Anfänge der FKK-Bewegung, ed. Karlwilli Damm (Baunatal and Berlin,
1981), 61–62.
22
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 17. Chief Inspector Lust to Secretary of State
Warnke, MdI, November 15, 1950.
23
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 25. Malz, MdI to Brandenburg, MdI, 4.12.50.
See also BArch DO 1/10.0/174/4, 55–56 (Otto, MdI, to Dr. B., 18.6.53), where the distribution of West German pin-up magazines is linked to the Workers’ Uprising of June 17,
1953, and used as justification for the continuing ban on nudist organizations.
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scribed the “majority” of nudists as “not people who are interested in keeping
their bodies healthy, but people who are looking for sexual satisfaction.”24 This
was especially true of the so-called Cameroon parties that took place on the Baltic
beaches every summer. Nudists gathered on the beach at night, with painted
bodies and elaborate headgear, to elect a “tribal leader” who formed the center
of the night’s celebrations.25 As Karl Maron, chief of police and deputy minister
of the interior, put it, not only were such events “an insult to the ethics and customs
of the Negro peoples,” they also “in no way contributed to securing friendship
between nations.”26 Maron’s critique of the racial subtext of the Cameroon parties
was spot on. But he was offended by their thrill-seeking aspect as well. If the
regime was uncomfortable with the ideological connotations of organized nudism,
it was equally ill at ease with the hedonistic nudism represented by the Cameroon
parties. Bodies were for work, not pleasure, and those lucky enough to have a
seaside holiday should spend their time resting and recuperating, not living it up
at potentially racist festivities.
Despite the links between Weimar nudism and the movement for the legalization of homosexuality, and despite the fiercely homophobic atmosphere of
1950s East Germany, fears of nudist sexual misbehavior appear to have been
conceptualized in purely heterosexual terms. Additionally, women were not seen
as potential victims of nudist sexuality, which was conceived of in terms of heterosexual mutuality. The figure of the sexually predatory male, hetero- or homosexual, is almost completely absent from the debate. This may have been due
to the fact that groups of nudists tended to contain a fairly even mix of men and
women. Nudists, as we shall see, were also keen to present their hobby as a
heterosexual, family-orientated pastime, which was to prove crucial to its eventual
acceptance.27
The first nudists to be targeted were those who had set up or joined nudist
groups. In the chaotic aftermath of German defeat, it was relatively easy to reestablish nudist traditions,28 and by the early 1950s there were a host of groups
24
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 58. General Inspector Seifert, HVDVP, to Minister for the Interior Willi Stoph, n.d. [June 1954].
25
The Cameroon parties are, sadly, poorly documented. See Judith Kruse, “Nische im
Sozialismus,” in Endlich Urlaub! Begleitbuch zur Ausstellung im Haus der Geschichte der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland, Bonn. 6. Juni bis 13 Oktober 1996 (Köln, 1996). See also
Benno Pludra, Haik und Paul (Berlin, 1956).
26
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 78. Chief of Police Karl Maron to Karl F., December 10, 1954.
27
On homophobia in 1950s East Germany, see Jennifer Evans, “The Moral State: Men,
Mining and Masculinity in the Early GDR,” German History 23, no. 3 (2005): 355–70;
Günter Grau, “Return to the Past: The Policy of the SED and the Laws against Homosexuality in Eastern Germany between 1946 and 1968,” Journal of Homosexuality 37 (1999):
1–21, and “Sozialistische Moral und Homosexualität: Die Politik der SED und das Homosexuellenstrafrecht 1945–1989—ein Rückblick,” in Die Linke und das Laster: Schwule
Emanzipation und linke Vorurteile, ed. D. Grumbach (Hamburg, 1995), 85–141.
28
See, e.g., the approval process for the Freikörper-Kultur-Bund Gross-Berlin in LAB,
C. Rep. 101, Nr. 153, 197. In 1948, the Interior Administration of the Soviet Zone noted
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active throughout the GDR, many of them with formalized membership and sites
dedicated to nude bathing.29 But despite their early successes, the legal position
of these groups was increasingly precarious. A law passed in the Soviet Zone of
Administration in 1949 had ordered the integration of all independent hobby
groups into either the newly formed national trade union (FDGB), the Free German Youth (FDJ), or the new national cultural organization, the Kulturbund. This
piece of legislation was not specifically aimed at nudist groups: it was part of a
general campaign to bring all leisure activity under the control of the state. Other
affected groups, such as dog breeders and allotment holders, were invited to join
the relevant section of the FDGB or Kulturbund. But as nudists were not accommodated within any of the newly formed socialist organizations, this spelled the
end of legally organized nudism in East Germany.
Initially, it was membership in a nudist group which was considered illegal,
not the act of nude bathing itself. Indeed, the police authorized nude bathing at
traditional spots such as Ahrenshoop, Hiddensee, and Zinnowitz.30 The 1953 season saw a total of nineteen official nude bathing spots on the Baltic coast,31 and
the authorities in Thüringen also allowed nude swimming at a number of inland
lakes.32 Press photographs indicate a fairly relaxed attitude toward nudity, with
captions describing the nudist beaches as “paradise on earth” and joking that even
though nudists used newspapers to hide their genitals from the photographer, this
did not undermine the East German press’s claim to mercilessly uncover everything.33 However, those who strayed off the authorized stretches of coast could
expect police questioning and possible fines.34
Soon the “paradise” of the authorized beaches also came under threat. In 1954,
the Minister for the Interior, Willi Stoph, under pressure from Rostock party and
municipal authorities, demanded a total ban, arguing that “there is no legal foundation for nude bathing.”35 This was untrue: the Nazi legislation of 1942 still on
the books allowed nude bathing in places where it could not be seen by third
that nudism was not banned, so long as it was morally sound and did not cause a public
disturbance. BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 1. Untitled document, Deutsche Verwaltung des Innern in der sowjetischen Besatzungszone, August 30, 1948.
29
Many of these were based in traditional nude bathing spots to the southeast of Berlin
around Königs-Wusterhausen, but there was also nudist activity in Erfurt, Gera, Weimar,
Dresden, Köthen (near Halle), and Rudolstadt. See the police records in BArch DO 1/11.0/
HVDVP Nr. 898.
30
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 33. DVP Mecklenburg to HVDVP, October 11,
1951.
31
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 52. DVP Rostock to HVDVP, August 28, 1953.
32
BArch DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 17. Chief Inspector Lust, HVDVP, to Secretary
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parties.36 In 1953, the State Secretariat for Internal Affairs had attempted to clarify
this matter in consultation with the health and sports authorities. Both the State
Committee for Body Culture and Sports and the Ministry for Culture replied that
they had nothing against individual nude bathing, but that nudist organizations
should not be allowed, as there were no proven health benefits from exercising
or bathing in the nude. The State Secretariat for Internal Affairs concluded that
individual nude bathing should be allowed to continue and that the authorities
should approach the issue with a light touch. There was, for example, no objection
to nude bathing at inland lakes, so long as the location was sufficiently remote.37
The regional officials of the Baltic Coast, at the sharp end of policing nudist
activity, were not happy with this state of affairs. Regional politicians, police, and
the local authority appealed to the Minister for the Interior to reconsider the
ruling.38 It seemed that a hard core of serious nudists were attracting large crowds
of curious onlookers, many of whom were themselves inspired to take off their
bathing costumes. Apart from the public order implications, officials feared that
this would lead to the formation of nudist organizations.39 Faced with such pressure from on high, the police rapidly abandoned the ruling of the year before.
Nude bathing could henceforth only take place where there was no access for
third parties. Significantly, though, it was forbidden to fence off areas for nude
bathing, as this was felt to be the first step toward the setting up of nudist camps.
The result was a de facto ban on nudism for the vast majority of East Germans
who did not have a garden with a high hedge and a swimming pool.
The police justified their change of heart with a hefty dose of moral panic,
including claims that nudists had stripped innocent passersby of their clothes, talk
of “obscene behavior in public, even in front of children,”40 and allegations that
the vast majority of those taking part in nude bathing were merely in search of
sexual satisfaction.41 Local authorities were ordered to work closely with the
police in order to end the “mischief being carried out beneath the cloak of nudism
on the strands of the Baltic sea.”42 The police on the island of Rügen had reported
in 1952 that groups of 150–200 nudists were “stopping citizens of the GDR who
wish to rest near this area or walk through it, undressing them and throwing them
in the sea. Boats that near the coast, some of them carrying women and children,
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are being capsized and their occupants thrown in the water too. Citizens’ watches
and cameras have been rendered unusable by this.”43 The contrast between the
law-abiding, clothed “citizens” and the delinquent nudists was underlined by the
fact that female nudists had begun to “paint their breasts with toothpaste and wear
particularly flamboyant make-up.”44 These claims were questionable. It is certainly true that nudists took the law into their own hands in an attempt to expel
intruders, but there is little concrete evidence for serious disturbances of public
order, let alone the sexual offenses that were alleged to have taken place.
The authorities were keen to paint the conflict as one between (decadent, bourgeois) intellectuals and (morally “clean”) proletarians, and local police reports
stressed that the ban had been greeted approvingly by the workers.45 Echoing
Nazi legislation on nude bathing that banned behavior that might “injure the
healthy and natural feelings of the people [Volksempfinden],”46 the Ministry of
the Interior described nudity as a threat to the “natural and healthy feelings of
our working people.”47 There was, of course, nothing new about appeals to public
morality from opponents of nudism.48 But the emphasis on the class origins of
the ban was consistent with the SED’s ideological approach to rule in the 1950s.
One way of underlining this, and of marginalizing the nudists, was to mobilize
the aggressively proletarian elements of the Free German Youth. Groups of young
people from an FDJ holiday camp were used to patrol the beach at Ahrenshoop
in August 1954, declaring, witnesses claimed, “today we’re allowed to give [you]
a good thrashing.”49

THE BODY AS CHALLENGE: NUDISTS DEFY THE REGIME
In spite of these attempts to stir up class conflict and moral panic, state attempts
to ban nude bathing were a failure. The main reason for this was sustained civil
disobedience on the part of East German citizens who found the policy ludicrous
and refused to comply. Their tactics included not only continuing to swim and
sunbathe in the nude but also deliberately subverting and ridiculing state attempts
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to enforce the ban. As the Rostock police commented dryly in 1954: “After the
ban had been made public, some vacationers put a tie around their necks and
went swimming like that. They wanted to show that they were not swimming
naked, but had something on.”50 Other vacationers removed signs banning nude
bathing or defaced them with caricatures portraying local politicians as stuck-up,
prudish bureaucrats. By 1955, one year into the ban, the situation had, if anything,
gotten worse. Up to 250 people a day were bathing nude at Ahrenshoop and 550
on the island of Hiddensee.51 The policing of the ban became increasingly heavyhanded: hundreds of people were fined, the police patrolled the beaches day and
night, and the names of 254 people who had signed a petition against the ban
were sent to their local police authorities. But it was clear that the ban was unenforceable. Many nudist beaches set up a watch system that warned bathers of
an approaching police officer, so they could slip on their bathing costumes.52
Embarrassingly for the police, many of these nudists were party members or state
officials.53
There was something playfully subversive about the nudists’ actions, which
sought to emphasize the harmlessness of their hobby and the disproportionate
bullying tactics being used against it. But if their strategy on the beaches was to
emphasize the silliness of the situation and ridicule the police’s attempts to enforce
the ban, their letters to the organs of the party and the state expressed a deadly
serious rejection of the regime’s authority. As well as simply disobeying the law,
people were not afraid to make their protest heard and defend what they saw as
their individual right to bathe as they pleased. The archives of the state contain
ample quantities of official position papers and pronouncements on nudism. But
they also preserve the opinions of thousands of East German citizens expressed
in letters of complaint, petitions, and legal queries. The strength of the petitioning
tradition has been a recurring theme for historians of Communism in the past
decade.54 To be sure, these petitions and letters cannot be seen as a transparent
reflection of public opinion. But what they do reveal are the strategies used by
the population to make their voices heard. Taking the regime’s arguments on their
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own merits, and pointing out their legal and moral inconsistencies, they challenged every official objection to nudism.
Petitioners objected strongly to the moral panic surrounding nudism. Accused
of public order offenses, nudists claimed that their actions were simply selfprotection against Peeping Toms. Members of the intelligentsia stressed their need
for quiet and relaxation during their holidays and emphasized that the problem
was not their naked bathing, but the behavior of those narrow-minded enough to
try to disrupt it. As the fifty-six-year-old Rudolf S. put it in 1955: “The prudish
aunts who even in this day and age think that they have to get worked up about
these progressively minded people [i.e., nudists] will always find reasons to oppose it [nudism]. People who see something dirty in their naked neighbor should
put their own house in order first. They only seek out these particular bits of the
beach to gratify their own desires.”55
Nudists were also quick to point to the hypocrisies in the regime’s position.
One man wrote to the Minister of the Interior claiming that its own employees
were driving nudists to act in self-defense: “Would you let yourself be called a
‘dirty pig’ by a 17-year-old boy . . . ? Or let yourself be photographed against
your will from boats five meters away from the shore (which were only rented
to employees of the Ministry of the Interior)?”56 A common tactic among petitioners was to criticize the regime for not being progressive enough, while stressing their own socialist credentials. One concentration camp survivor wrote that
nudism was essential therapy for his wartime injuries.57 A party member caught
during a police raid of a nude bathing spot near Berlin claimed that naked swimming had always been a part of the workers’ sports movement. “In those days
[nudists] were thrashed to bits by the rubber truncheons of the fascist police. Such
things cannot be allowed to happen in a workers’ and peasants’ state.”58 One
particularly tenacious group, fighting to preserve their bathing spot on the outskirts of Berlin, argued that “nudism is an integral part of our party, an old tradition. . . . Our Soviet friends also practice nudism.”59
Petitioners were not afraid to target the regime’s weak spots. Accused of Nazi
sympathies, one group retorted that this was a “cheap” tactic, similar to those
used by the enemies of socialism who claimed that the Free German Youth—the
party’s youth wing—was the Hitler Youth in different-colored shirts.60 Another
approach was to underline party involvement in nudist activity. On inspection, it
often proved to be the case that the groups contained SED members: one group
of 110 members inspected in 1954 included nineteen party members, including
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two judges.61 Nudists also enjoyed pointing out the inconsistencies in the ban’s
enforcement. Even after the ban, some local authorities on the coast continued to
authorize nude bathing under the terms of the 1942 law. (This decision was reversed after a doctor complained that nudists had attacked him and his wife.)62
Late in the summer of 1954, it was discovered that the local authorities in a village
near Dresden had been running a profitable nudist camp—with the permission
of the local council. Almost 1,000 tickets had been sold over the course of the
summer, and guests included doctors, professors, police officers, and workers.
All four men involved in running it were members of the SED.63 Such inconsistencies made life hard for those who tried to enforce the ban, as outraged nudists
argued that nudism was allowed in their hometowns or on other parts of the coast.
After two chaotic summers, and a barrage of complaints, the state was forced
to admit defeat. A new law was passed in the spring of 1956, superseding both
the National Socialist legislation still on the statute books and the ad hoc ban of
1954.64 Under the new legislation, local authorities were allowed to allocate
beaches for nude bathing. Small groups, such as families, were permitted to bathe
naked together, but on no account should more than ten people be present. Crucially, it remained illegal to form nudist organizations.65 Like the earlier guidelines, the new law made a clear distinction between nude bathing, which was
permitted, and organized nudism, which was not. This legislation remained in
place until the end of the East German state. But, like the ban that preceded it, it
proved impossible to implement. The fact was that as East Germany’s economic
recovery progressed and more people had the time, money, and permission to
travel to the seaside, the Baltic coast was becoming more crowded, pushing nudists and non-nudists closer together. Nudists, used to setting up camp on an isolated stretch of beach, were increasingly coming into contact with passersby,
many of whom were witnessing nudism for the first time. Their success in overthrowing the ban also gave the nudists a new confidence. Having taken on the
regime on their own terms and won, they continued to push the limits of the
legislation, as well as the boundaries of areas where nude bathing was allowed.
At Prerow, a popular nudist beach, there were reports of widespread nudity at
the neighboring campsite, to the point of people shopping in the nude.66 In 1960
the Rostock regional council decided that the number of beaches available for
nude bathing should be reduced and that nudism at campsites should be brought
to an end.67 Attempts in Prerow to ban nude bathing altogether were shelved after
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tourists’ protests forced the local authorities to allocate a 500-meter stretch of
beach. Vacationers immediately moved the signs to treble the length of the nudist
beach, and a police inspection in mid-July 1960 noted: “Naked life takes place
not just on the beach, but between the tents too.”68 The inspectors were greeted
with “loud howling,” designed to alert other nudists to their presence, and the
long-suffering policemen wrote in their report: “As we left the camping site, some
people sang ‘dress up warm now,’ which was probably aimed at us. But we didn’t
allow ourselves to be provoked.”69
Elsewhere, the police took a less tolerant line. Erhart N. was so disgusted by
the zeal of the authorities in Uckeritz, where nude bathing had also been banned,
that he wrote a letter to First Secretary Walter Ulbricht. He was furious that police
officers had made disrespectful gestures to indicate that the nudists were idiots
and had ordered a student to cut off his “Jesus beard.”70 But worse was to come:
“We didn’t feel like workers in a workers’ and peasants’ state when, one day, a
line of around fifteen police officers armed with rubber truncheons and pistols
combed the beach. . . . Then another two truckloads of border policemen from
the army were brought from Rostock. Approximately 100 men, on top of those
police who were already there, formed themselves into a chain behind the dunes
as if they were preparing for an invasion, and then, on command, came down the
whole beach in double-quick time, machine guns on their backs, and ran into the
sand castles.”71
The sand castles referred to here are not the children’s constructions familiar
to Anglo-American vacationers but huge moated ramparts, often several meters
in diameter, which afforded holiday makers a degree of shelter from the weather
and the curiosity of others. These castles were claimed or built at the beginning
of the holiday and returned to every day. Breaching their walls was a significant
invasion of privacy. Herr N. was so disgusted that he broke off his holiday and
returned home. The nudists’ primary demand was the collective right to be naked
in public. But, paradoxically, their objections about the enforcement of the legislation often concerned the individual’s right to privacy. The nudist beach may
have been a public space, but the nudist’s individual territory, be it a wicker beach
chair, a patch of strand fenced off with windbreaks, or a sand castle, was considered private, and they were prepared to make official complaints against officers
of the state in order to defend it. Another vacationer, Klaus-Volker Z., wrote to
the Rostock regional authorities to complain that local policemen were carrying
out a personal “witch hunt” against nudists. According to Herr Z., plainclothes
policemen were peeking into nudists’ sand castles, photographing them, and then
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fetching their colleagues. “A clear intrusion on individual personal rights and
abuse of authority,” he concluded.72
The authorities, it seemed, had learned little from their failed attempts to police
the 1954–56 ban. Even such heavy-handed actions as that in Uckeritz were unable
to solve the problem. In fact, it had gotten worse. The local authorities estimated
that about 13,000 people had taken part in nude bathing in the Rostock region in
1959. By 1960 their number had risen to 20,000 (out of a total of 1.7 million
vacationers).73 By the start of the 1960s, it was clear that any SED hopes that
nudism would remain confined to a few isolated beaches had been misplaced.

THE SUBJECTIVE BODY: NUDISTS AND SOCIALISM
Who were these nudists, and why was nudism expanding at such a rapid pace?
In the summer of 1966, two researchers surveyed over a thousand vacationers in
nudist campsites on the Baltic coast. A short report on this research, along with
sixty-four of the original questionnaires, has been preserved as part of the holdings
of the Rostock regional authorities.74 This source contains the original voices of
nudists as well as a broader sociological overview of who took part in nudism in
the period.75 Not only do the questionnaires shed light on the irrepressible popularity of nudism in the GDR; they also give us a glimpse of nudists’ selfunderstanding and lived reality in the 1960s. What is particularly interesting are
the ways they defined themselves in relation to the East German state and its
values. Nudists not only saw themselves as socialist but in many ways considered
themselves to be more progressive than the regime, whose opposition to nudism
was portrayed as old-fashioned, prudish, and reactionary. Their sense of themLAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 9, 108. Klaus-Volker Z. to RdB Rostock, June 7, 1957.
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 27, 45. Bericht über den Ablauf der Badesaison 1960 und
Schlußfolgerungen für das Jahr 1961 und im Siebenjahrplan.
74
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98. The survey was carried out by Sportmedizinischer
Dienst Rostock.
75
The researchers reported a questionnaire return rate of 30 percent: not bad, considering
that the questionnaires had been distributed outdoors to naked people, but it is nonetheless
possible that only those most committed to the cause of nudism took the trouble to complete the survey. Very few of the surviving questionnaires were filled out by single people
(10 out of 64), and the researchers reported a similar rate for all 1,085 questionnaires:
83 percent of the respondents were married, and 64 percent were vacationing with their
children. Is this an accurate cross-section of vacationers, or were single people just less
likely to get around to completing the questionnaire? There is also no indication how the
surviving questionnaires were selected. Many of them are densely filled out with treatises
and even poems in favor of nudism. Was this typical of the completed questionnaires
(indicating the strength of feeling in its favor), or did some anonymous archivist or researcher simply preserve the most verbose? The researchers appear to have been broadly
sympathetic to the nudists’ cause: perhaps they submitted the most persuasive questionnaires to the authorities? But despite these caveats, the survey permits a rare glimpse into
the world of the GDR nudist and provides at least a starting point for an explanation of
nudism’s popularity in East Germany.
72
73

64

McLellan

selves as socialist subjects was a strong one: although the questionnaire’s authors
stressed its anonymity, many nudists made a point of adding their names and
addresses even though no section was provided for this purpose.
Of fifty-six respondents who gave a date for their first nudist experiences,
thirty-seven cited dates within the period 1956–62.76 Of course it is possible that
respondents were reluctant to admit that they had been breaking the ban before
1956. However, local authority records show a huge increase in demand for nudist
camping spots in this period, reinforcing the impression that many came to nudism
post-1956. The results of the main survey appeared to back up the regime’s claim
that nudism was a middle-class activity: 46.3 percent of the men and 25.5 percent
of the women questioned were members of the intelligentsia, whereas only 19
percent of male and 11 percent of female respondents described themselves as
workers.77 However, the figures for parental background tell a slightly different
story: over half (54.9 percent) came from a working-class background, with only
6.6 percent born into the intelligentsia.78 It seems that many of those surveyed
were first-generation white-collar workers who had benefited from the social mobility of the first two decades of socialist rule. This contradicts at least partially
the party’s picture of nudists as bourgeois intellectuals. Other evidence indicates
that working-class Germans may not have been as opposed to nakedness as the
SED imagined: photographic evidence from 1952 shows farmers bathing naked
after a day in the fields,79 and the Mecklenburg police reported as early as 1951
that workers from Wismut and their families were making enthusiastic use of a
nudist beach in Graal-Müritz, despite the fact that it was three kilometers beyond
the normal beach.80 Nudity was nothing new to the miners of Wismut, who often
worked in the nude due to the high temperatures underground.81
The vast majority of those surveyed had gone to the nudist beach on the recommendation of friends, acquaintances, and colleagues, out of curiosity, or simply
because they had stumbled across it.82 A veterinarian wrote of his conversion to
nudism: “At first out of curiosity, but then out of conviction, because I was so
inspired by the people on the nudist beach.”83 This is not to say that the prewar
traditions of German nudism played no role at all. A number of respondents
mentioned that either they or their families had been involved in nudism prior to
1945. But the majority were what might be termed “opportunistic nudists,” who,
in the words of one enthusiast, “saw it—tried it—liked it.”84 Starting as casual
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Müntzer” 11.8.52.
80
BArch, DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 33. Hövelmans, Mecklenburg DVP to HVDVP,
October 13, 1951.
81
Neue Berliner Illustrierte 25 (1952): 34–35.
82
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98. Graph: “Wie zur FKK gekommen?”
83
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98. 30. Questionnaire response, 1966.
84
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98. 65. Questionnaire response, 1966.
76
77

East German Nudism from Ban to Boom

65

nude bathers, they had been won over by the unique atmosphere of the nudist
beach and become committed nudists. In contrast to the situation in the West,
nudism was a very accessible activity in the GDR. Anyone—so long as they were
naked and were prepared to adhere to certain codes of behavior—could go to a
nudist beach. There was no need to join a club, send off for information, or pay
a membership fee. By banning nudist organizations and nudist camps, the regime
kept nudism out in the open. But this also had the unintended consequence of
opening it up to a much wider range of individuals who were, for a combination
of reasons, willing to give it a try.
The most commonly cited reason for favoring nudism was health: 79.8 percent
of respondents stated that health reasons led them to go naked on the beach.85
The questionnaire was issued by the Sports Medicine Center in Rostock, and it
may be that respondents felt this answer was expected of them (although the
researchers themselves were skeptical about the objective health benefits of nudism). Nonetheless, some respondents expanded on this point, such as the teacher
who claimed that neither she, nor her husband, nor their three children had had
a cold since their first experiences of nudism seven years previously.86 A common
refrain in this context was the liberation from the wet swimming costume: not a
trivial matter in the pre-Lycra days of heavy fabrics. Many East Germans wore
hand-knitted swimsuits, which felt very unpleasant when saturated with seawater.
The geography of East German leisure may also have played a role. The North
German coast is famous for the elaborate sand castles built by tourists to provide
shelter from its notorious winds. In such conditions, it was undoubtedly pleasanter
and quicker to allow your naked body to dry without a soggy swimsuit. Nudism
was also seen as more hygienic: campers were able to wash themselves thoroughly
without the obstacle of a swimsuit.87
The topic of health shows both how the nudists’ concerns intersected with those
of the regime and how they used official discourses to legitimize their hobby.
Young-Sun Hong’s work on smoking has shown just how important health was
to SED strategies of rule. A healthy lifestyle, East Germans were told, was something that could only be fully achieved under socialism. As with other consumer
goods, it was easier to promise health than to deliver it, and the regime was
deluged with letters demanding smoke-free workplaces and nutritious but expensive imported fruit.88 By stressing the health benefits of nudism, its practitioners
were able to demonstrate their affiliation to the regime. Best of all, nudism was
extremely inexpensive. Nudists emphasized the fact that they were spared the
price of expensive swimwear, underlining the thriftiness of their hobby as well
as implicitly rebuking the regime’s pricing policy. (Two respondents also mentioned the prohibitive cost of women’s swimwear: 90 marks for a bikini and 150

LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98, 13. Questionnaire response, 1966.
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98, 25. Questionnaire response, 1966.
87
LAG, Rep. 200, 8.3.2, Nr. 98, 78, 28. Questionnaire responses, 1966.
88
Hong, “Cigarette Butts and the Building of Socialism.”
85
86

66

McLellan

marks for a swimsuit.89 If those prices were correct, it must surely have been
tempting to go naked.) Nudism could be enjoyed without putting the state’s limited economic resources under any more strain.
Nudist and regime conceptions of health were not identical, however. Some
respondents conceptualized nudism as an antidote to the strains of modern urban
life. The majority of those surveyed lived in towns and cities.90 There was, of
course, a tradition of nudism at lakes in the vicinity of large cities such as Leipzig
and Berlin, and many of those who had “discovered” nudism while on holiday
at the coast wished to continue their newfound hobby on summer weekends.91
Some inland provision for nudists already existed near Zwickau, Dessau, and
Leipzig.92 Significantly, all these beaches were in southern East Germany, which
was furthest from the sea, most heavily industrialized, and had the most workers.93
One frequent visitor to the Zwickau beach, a thirty-two-year-old seamstress, wrote
that her weekend nudism gave her “true rest after a week full of work.”94 The
idea that nudism allowed workers to rest and recuperate may have been calculated
to reassure the authorities, but nudist discourses about its health benefits also
contained an implicit critique of some aspects of socialist modernity. A kindergarten worker from Karl-Marx-Stadt wrote that a nudist holiday gave her and her
family a chance to “clean out their polluted lungs,”95 and a fifty-two-year-old
doctor declared that “there is no better prophylaxis against the illnesses of civilization!”96 The idea that nudism was a health-giving antidote to the ill effects of
modern urban life was not the only ideological hangover from the Weimar nudist
movement. Smoking was banned or limited to restricted areas at a number of
nudist bathing spots.97
Numerous respondents described nudism as “natural,” and others eulogized
“the feeling of closeness with nature.”98 For one man, “the combination of tent,
sea, and nudist beach probably guarantees the most intensive experience of a sea
holiday.”99 The vast majority of nudists surveyed were campers who saw the
simplicity of the facilities on offer at designated nude beaches as a plus. In the
emerging socialist leisure culture, this put them in a minority. As Scott Moranda
has found, the majority of East German campers were eager to make life under
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canvas as cozy and comfortable as life at home. As well as stocking up on the
latest camping gear, they put pressure on the tourist authorities to provide modern
facilities and shopping opportunities.100 The nudists of the 1960s, it seems, fell
into the smaller category of nature enthusiasts, who enjoyed roughing it and feared
that overdevelopment would tip the fragile balance between enjoying the countryside and destroying it.101
The emphasis on nature also formed part of nudist attempts to disassociate
nudity and sexuality. Nudists had always been keen to point out that sexual attraction had no place on the nudist beach. This argument was not, of course,
peculiar to East Germany: it has been crucial for nudists worldwide in their struggles to gain respectability and acceptance.102 As George Mosse describes in Nationalism and Sexuality, nudity in the countryside was seen as natural and aesthetic, whereas nudity indoors, or in the city, was unavoidably sexual.103 Nudism,
it was argued, was not an excuse to ogle the unclad forms of the opposite sex.
On the contrary, nudism de-eroticized the body, unlike swimwear, which ratcheted
up sexual tension by fetishizing the parts it concealed. By allowing its proponents
to see nakedness as natural and to sever its associations with sexual activity,
nudism encouraged respectful and equal relationships between the sexes. Those
surveyed in the mid-1960s argued: “The view of another person’s body allows
decent people no room for erotic feelings.” “It is of great value to socialism that
nudism prevents any unclean erotic fantasies.” “Here the woman is not an object
of desire, she is a comrade, there is no bikini to excite you.”104
Here too, nudists managed simultaneously to appeal to and rebuke the regime.
A number of respondents referred to the need for nudism as an antidote to the
commercialized sexuality available even under socialism, such as striptease or
prostitution at the Leipzig exhibition.105 Nudists contrasted the atmosphere on
their sections of beach and camping sites with what they saw as the oversexualized
popular and youth culture of the 1950s and 1960s. Many saw nudism as an escape
from the generational conflicts of the postwar period: the nude beach was a rockand-roll-free zone, an oasis for those who wanted to go on holiday to relax and
commune with nature rather than to party. While a member of the Erfurt leadership of the SED wrote in 1955, “naked bathing in the sea can never be wrong
and cannot offend anybody,” what did offend him was the behavior of young
100
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campers: “I don’t think it is right when seventeen-year-old boys sleep together
with fifteen-year-old girls in a two-man tent.”106 Such tensions seem to have gotten
worse as time went on: in the 1966 survey, a thirty-seven-year-old engineer cited
as his main motivation for nudism the fact that “rioting young men stay far
away.”107
One of the attractions of nudism was that it offered a holiday in the company
of like-minded people: adults, most of them in couples with accompanying children. For the nudists, their campsites were an oasis of moral, social, and material
order. Even two police officers sent to clamp down on a well-known nudist camping spot were forced to admit that it was cleaner than other campsites in the
area.108 Sixties nudists often used words such as “comradeship”109 and described
the nudists as a “collective,”110 a “community,”111 or “one big family.”112 Again,
this was a means of stressing the asexual nature of nudism. One of the most
highly prized values of the nudist community was sexual self-discipline.113 One
man praised “the necessary self-control and everybody’s clean behavior” as what
he liked most about nudism.114 Another respondent mentioned “moral cleanliness,
indecent behavior only ever in the case of novices, who are immediately taught
better.”115 Nudists, it seemed, formed a self-policing community based on shared
values such as discipline, cleanliness, and (sexual) self-control.116
The question of racial hygiene, so important to pre-1945 nudism, is curiously
absent from East German nudist pronouncements. Many of those who wrote to
the state were self-proclaimed socialists, or even survivors of Nazi persecution,
who were unlikely to have subscribed to National Socialist ideas about race. In
other cases, a degree of self-censorship may have been necessary. Some nudists,
such as the group at the Zeesener Lake, had previously taken Nazi ideology on
board, at the very least superficially.117 Demonstrating that they had shed these
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FKK zwischen Mövenort und Talsperre Pöhl [Leipzig and Berlin, 1982], 40).
117
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beliefs was crucial to their survival in the postwar era, as can be seen from their
insistence in 1954 that “the new spirit in the camp has nothing to do with the old
tradition. Guests from the party and the Free German Youth are helping us to
create this new spirit.”118 This is not to say that racism and racist ideologies had
disappeared. The Cameroon parties prove that nakedness continued to be associated with “primitive” peoples, at least by those who took part. A controversy
over a book of nude photographs published in the late 1950s revealed a whole
set of racialized assumptions about the nude body, as photographs of strong,
athletic Caucasians were juxtaposed with pictures of “primitive,” “childish” tribal
people. Here, we catch a glimpse of the view that European bodies were to be
admired and emulated for their beauty and strength, while non-European bodies
were objects of pity, curiosity, or anthropological interest.119 But such discourses
are not to be found in either petitions or questionnaires. Whether this meant that
nudists were adept at using their “inner scissors” to withhold their feelings about
race that might go against the antifascist orthodoxy, or whether such feelings were
rare among socialist-oriented nudists, remains open to question.
In any case, nudists tended to dwell on areas that dovetailed with the regime’s
preoccupations, such as physical fitness. Werner S. from Leipzig wrote: “As nudism is often on a family basis, it would be of great benefit for the mass sport that
is always being promoted. Because no nudist just lies around lazily in the sun.
Everybody does some kind of sport.”120 An emphasis on the health aspects of
nudism and realignment as sports organizations had allowed some nudist groups
to survive the Nazi period.121 This tactic was used with some success by East
German nudists as well,122 and a number of the inland nudist beaches were administered by factory sports groups or Betriebssportgemeinschaften (BSGs).123
Recognition as an official “sport” would have given nudism much-needed leverage in its dealings with the state. Werner S. was concerned that the nudist beach
he frequented outside of Leipzig was to be swallowed up by brown-coal mining,
and he felt that because nudists were not in a mass organization, he was left in
a weak bargaining position as he attempted to secure a new bathing spot. As
early as 1953, Dr. B., an employee of the Charité university hospital in Berlin,
was suggesting the formation of a foundation for nudists—a suggestion firmly
turned down by the authorities.124 By the 1960s, some demanded that nudist
118
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See Chronik des Sportgeländes am Zeesener See (n.p., 1998) for an account of a
nudist group that managed to outlive both the Nazi and Communist regimes by refiguring
itself as a sports group.
123
On factory sports in the GDR, see Jochen Hinsching, “Betriebssport in der DDR,”
in Zwischen Arbeitnehmerinteressen und Unternehmenspolitik: Zur Geschichte des Betriebssports in Deutschland, ed. Gertrud Pfister (Sankt Augustin, 1999), 104–20.
124
BArch, DO 1/11.0/HVDVP Nr. 898, 50. State Secretariat for Internal Affairs to the

70

McLellan

groups be set up under the auspices of the state sports or cultural organizations.125
Others saw an organization as a means of excluding nonmembers, either in order
to relieve the overcrowding at the nudist camping sites126 or to keep away clothed
vacationers who might disturb the atmosphere.127 Nudists were well aware that
accreditation within a mass organization would bring with it increased legitimacy
and influence. While nudism may have been a niche, demands for the right to
organize suggest that it was not wholly about escaping the influence of the state.
What, then, explains nudism’s popularity? Judith Kruse writes: “Nudism became a ‘little freedom’ for many, which allowed one to step out of societal roles
and break out of the narrow prudishness of everyday life. Looking back, many
supporters of nudism still feel today that they were able, at least temporarily and
in a confined space, to realize principles that were underdeveloped or missing in
GDR society: freedom and tolerance.”128 According to this interpretation, nudism
gave East Germans a chance to show their disaffection with the state by engaging
in a frowned-upon leisure activity. There is some truth in Uli Linke’s observation
that nudism offered an escape from the uniforms, work clothing, and status symbols of everyday life.129 On the nudist beach, nobody could wear a party badge.
But Linke’s description of nudism as “a localized counterdiscourse to the state
[and] a nonviolent means of resistance” goes too far.130 Even in the 1950s, the
majority of those involved in resisting the ban were otherwise loyal to the state.
And after the legalization of nudism in 1956, it no longer makes sense to describe
casual nudism as a “means of resistance.”
Nudism as resistance occurs most often in accounts written after East Germany’s demise. As the 1990s wore on, the ubiquity of nudism became an indelible
part of the mythification of the defunct GDR. For West Germans it was a symbol
of the simple, almost premodern life on the other side of the Wall. For East
Germans, as West German economic and political power established itself, ease
with nudity became a feature of East German identity that consciously challenged
Western norms.131 In both interpretations, nudism commonly features as a form
of resistance, or at least “inner emigration” from communist rule. Not only does
such a position risk trivializing the term “resistance”; there is also, as Ina Merkel
implies, something faintly patronizing in the assumption that, for East Germans,
shedding one’s clothes was a meaningful political action.132
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Historians should certainly beware romanticizing nudism as an oasis of progressive values. It is true that nudists were vocal in defending their own freedom
to take their clothes off. But there is little concrete evidence to suggest that this
translated into tolerance for others. Nudists felt little loyalty or common feeling
with those who did not conform to their norms; in fact, nonconformists were seen
as a threat to the group as a whole. As one man wrote to the Kulturbund in 1956:
“Those elements that bring nudism into discredit must be dealt with ruthlessly.
There are elements everywhere who cannot fit into a group.”133 This was particularly true with regard to less straitlaced nudists. Even within nudism, there was
seemingly no escape from the generational conflicts of the 1950s and 1960s. The
participants at the Cameroon parties, for example, remain a mystery. It is hard to
imagine the upright petitioners daubing their breasts with toothpaste and fashioning feathered headdresses, so it seems reasonable to assume that more hedonistic
nudists did exist. Benno Pludra’s 1956 novel Haik und Paul describes groups of
Western teenagers who congregated on the nudist beach by day and in bars by
night. Dressed in the rock-and-roll fashions of the day, they wore feathers in their
hair as a mark of their nudist allegiances—probably a reference to the Cameroon
parties.134 A few isolated questionnaires in the 1966 survey also hint that not all
nudists were motivated by clean living: a twenty-two-year-old teacher, on holiday
from Erfurt with her fiancé and best friend, wrote she liked nudism because it
minimized the damage to one’s swimwear. For her, the best thing about the nudist
beach was “the handsome men” and the worst thing was people with unattractive
figures.135 A nineteen-year-old student stated frankly that the good thing about
nudism was that nobody, particularly girls, could hide their true figure.136 Such
bawdiness would have been anathema to traditional nudists and would certainly
have undermined their claims to moral superiority in the eyes of the authorities.
Nudists consistently implied that they were the better socialists, closer to nature, healthier, cleaner, and morally unimpeachable. One Rostock functionary
expressed his frustration with this view in a rather petulant reply to a nudist
petitioner: “Yes, it goes so far that some representatives of naked swimming claim
that they are morally perfect, the true representatives of socialist ethics, and that
those on the ‘textile beach’ are the immoral ones. We believe that it is pointless
to argue about this. The experience of the last few years shows where the truth
lies. We hope that we have given you a satisfactory reply.”137 But the fact of the
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matter was that the SED and the nudists did share a swath of common ground
that was too broad to ignore. In their distaste for fun-seeking, hedonistic youngsters, nudists did not depart too radically from the prevailing moral climate. Both
groups shared a concern for health and physical fitness. The nudists’ preoccupation with cleanliness—of the campsite, of morals, and of the body—was certainly one they shared with the SED. Neither was remotely concerned with religion: the debate on nudism is notable for its entirely secular tone. So why was
the regime so stubborn in denying recognition to a group whose values were so
close to socialist public morality? Part of the answer appears to lie in the old fears
of sectarianism and fence-building. As we have seen, traces of Weimar-era ideology were still to be seen in East German nudist writings, and the regime remained convinced that there was more to nudism than clean bodies and healthy
minds. But perhaps most threatening to the regime was the nudist challenge to
their claim to moral superiority. Paradoxically, the spectacular spread of nudism
during the final two decades of socialist rule would undermine rather than
strengthen this challenge.

SOCIALIST BODIES: THE CO-OPTION OF NUDISM
In 1974, Nina Hagen’s pop hit “You Forgot the Color Film” listed a snapshot of
the nudist beach as just one among many holiday photographs ruined by her
hapless boyfriend’s failure to remember the right film for the camera.
Me in a bikini
Me at the nudist beach
Me in a cheeky miniskirt
And the countryside in reach
But—how awful—I cry with all my might
Scenery and Nina, and it’s all in black and white.

A liberal attitude toward nude bathing would have been common in Hagen’s
bohemian circles. But it was surprisingly widespread among her audience too.
The 1960s and 1970s had seen a dramatic upsurge in support for nude swimming:
by the early 1970s, 62 percent of young workers and 75 percent of students said
that they were either in favor or somewhat in favor.138 From the 1960s onward,
nudism began to appear in newspaper and magazine articles.139 The TV show
Longshot Leader (Außenseiter Spitzenreiter), watched by 50 percent of East German households, sent its naked reporter-in-chief to the nudist beach to answer a
reader’s inquiry about how first-timers should behave.140 Nude bathing reached
the big screen too: Seven Freckles, released in 1978 and aimed at the youth market,
featured a teenage couple swimming and frolicking naked together.
138
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The first publication dedicated to nude bathing appeared in 1982.141 Its initiator,
the Tourist publishing house, felt that nude bathing had become such a popular
activity that a guidebook on the subject was long overdue. By listing inland
freshwater beaches, as well as the better-known coastal bathing spots, the publisher hoped to provide some relief for the by now hopelessly overcrowded
beaches of the Baltic coast. Interestingly, another motivation was that West German nudist publications had begun to give details of East German beaches where
nudism was permitted. A home-grown publication would provide a corrective,
and, possibly, an attractive export to the Western market.142 Despite the publisher’s
matter-of-fact justification, the book was still seen as risqué enough to necessitate
the personal seal of approval of Klaus Höpcke, the GDR’s censor in chief or
“book minister,”143 and the author was prevailed upon to remove any passages
that sung the praises of nudism too enthusiastically.144 This did little damage to
the book’s popularity: the first edition of 100,000 was rumored to have sold out
in four weeks.145 Three reprints and a second edition followed.146 Nude bathing
was fast becoming a national sport: in a survey carried out in 1990, 68 percent
of apprentices between the ages of sixteen and eighteen had swum in the nude.
Among young workers in their twenties and thirties the figure went up to 81
percent, and among students it was as high as 87 percent.147 As one joke put it:
“What do you call a gathering of two or more GDR citizens? An illegal meeting.
Or a nudist beach.”148 Such widespread nudity was unparalleled across Europe.
In France, Britain, and Spain, where nudism was tolerated, segregation was the
norm. In Soviet resorts in the Crimea and the Baltic states, nudists were kept
cordoned off behind tall fences, a practice common in other Eastern Bloc states
such as Hungary and Bulgaria. The only other socialist state with comparable
levels of nudist activity was Yugoslavia, where Croatian nudist beaches attracted
an international following.
How can we explain the leap from the minority nudism of the 1960s to the
near-ubiquitous nude bathing of the 1980s? Some degree of speculation is inevitable here. There is only so much the archives can tell us: the truce between
nudists and the police meant that the stream of petitions and letters of complaint
trickled to an end in the mid-1960s. After the 1966 survey, East German researchers appear to have left nudists in peace. But despite the limitations of the available
evidence, it is possible to come to some tentative conclusions.
The liberalization of attitudes toward nudity was, in part, a reflection of wider
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changes in the state socialist “contract” with the population. Here, there were two
important turning points: the building of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and the change
of leadership from Walter Ulbricht to Erich Honecker in 1971. Once the wall
went up, damming the torrent of refugees to the West, the regime was keen to
pacify a population that had no choice but to stay. Attempts to raise the standard
of living and increase the availability of material goods led to a modest “golden
age” in the 1960s.149 Monika Kaiser has argued that Ulbricht was also eager to
introduce a more liberal social policy, and perhaps the tolerance of nudism should
be seen in that context.150 But there can be no doubt that growing prosperity
introduced many people to nudism. There is also evidence to suggest that East
Germans began to see new leisure opportunities as their right and to demand more
from the state. In 1965, the baker Otto G. wrote to complain that his application
for a place at the nudist campsite in Ückeritz had been turned down for the second
year running. Part of his grievance stemmed from the fact that the family had
spent 2,000 marks on camping equipment. To add insult to injury, a group of
particle physicists had been allocated a generous number of camping places, only
one-quarter of which had been taken up. Herr G. felt that his family, whose
members worked twelve- to fourteen-hour days in the bakery, had a right to their
holiday of choice. “If the bakers don’t fulfill the plan, there’ll be nothing to eat
for the particle physicists—or for you,” he wrote belligerently.151 Managing consumer expectation was one of the greatest challenges facing East German economic policy, and nudism was no exception. In the first three weeks of 1965
alone, there were 45,000 applications for a place at the Prerow nudist campsite—
which could hold a maximum of 17,500 campers over the entire season.152 The
only way to manage this demand—and the furious complaints of those who were
denied a place—was to allow nudism to spill out into other campsites.
The transfer of leadership from Ulbricht to Honecker also marked an important
turning point. Not only did Honecker continue the emphasis on living standards,
he also introduced a rather more liberal social and cultural policy. The promise
of “no taboos” in art and literature had its limits, as demonstrated by the fate of
singer-songwriter Wolf Biermann, stripped of his citizenship in 1976. But important changes were taking place in sexual and family policy, including the
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legalization of abortion, widespread availability of the birth control pill, the introduction of more generous support for single-parent families, and the abolition
of the distinction between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” children. In part, the
regime was simply adjusting its policies to fit the way people now lived their
lives. The case of nudism was no exception. As Günter Gaus points out, “niches”
such as nude bathing played an important role as “vents” that released some of
the pressure on the beleaguered public sphere. SED functionaries did not welcome
the population’s retreat from ideology into the private sphere, but the more pragmatic among them realized that it had its benefits too.153
The ways in which people related to the regime were also in flux. The nudists
of the 1960s had seen the simplicity of their holidays—camping, washing in the
sea, peeing in the bushes—as part of their appeal. But as Honecker’s “unity of
social and economic policy” led to significant increases in living standards, so
too did consumer expectations rise. As Scott Moranda shows, the tourist authorities abandoned their attempts to encourage campers to “rough it,” installing running water and toilet facilities at campsites.154 It may also be that the ethics of
the nudists of the 1960s—cleanliness, sexual self-control, family values—were
no longer in fashion. The popularity of nude bathing spots beside motorways
suggests that the preoccupation with nature prevalent in the 1960s had been replaced by the desire for a refreshing dip. Nudism was no longer referred to as
“free body culture” but simply “FKK.” The rigid distinctions between clothed
and nude and the disgust of nudists at those who wore bathing costumes were
things of the past. Students surveyed in 1978 appear to have been motivated by
the goal of an all-over tan and the fact that nude bathing was perceived as fun,
but they were happy to bathe with or without swimsuits.155 While the nudists of
the 1960s shared a recognizable philosophy, those of the 1980s appear to have
swum nude without ideological connotations.
The regime clearly felt more comfortable with this brand of nonideological
nudism, and there is evidence to suggest that images of East Germans at ease
with their own nudity were seen as good propaganda for the modern, socialist
state and the leisure opportunities it afforded its citizens. A news agency picture
of a young family running naked through a lake in the Lausitz mining region was
given the caption: “‘Mama, Papa and I prefer to swim without [swimsuits].’ From
year to year the two nudist beaches in the Seftenberg recreation area . . . win
popularity with young and old.”156 Here, the opportunity to swim in the nude is
presented as the gift of a progressive regime to its subjects, an image that fit in
well with the paternalistic pronatalism of East German family policy.
Some of the impetus behind the acceptance of nudism came from East German
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156
Bundesarchiv Bild 183-1983-0815-302. “Mama, Papa und ich baden am liebsten
ohne,” August 15, 1983.
153
154

76

McLellan

sex educationalists. Like nudists, they rejected a direct link between nudity and
sex, but they insisted on the importance of exposure to the naked body as a
prerequisite for a healthy adult sexual identity. As early as the 1950s, Rudolf
Neubert had indicated to readers of his New Marriage Book (for a time the standard sex advice book available to East Germans) that naked swimming was acceptable in the right context.157 The Dictionary of Sexology assured its readers
that “nudism and naked bathing have nothing to do with sexuality.”158 Both books
were published by the non-state owned Greifenverlag, which had a pre-1933
history of sympathy with both the nudist movement and the Weimar sex reform
movement.159 But such references to nudism were passed by the censor without
a murmur and soon became a part of the sexological mainstream. The 1982 book
Young Couples described nude bathing in sympathetic terms and included a picture of a young family swimming naked,160 while Love and Sexuality until 30
(1984) recommended that small children should become familiar with nudity at
home and in the kindergarten.161
Ease with nudity was a means of demonstrating the modern, progressive nature
of socialism. Perhaps the most striking example of this was to be seen in 1976 at
the opening of the monumental Palace of the Republic in the heart of East Berlin.
The building was to house the East German parliament, as well as provide leisure
facilities for the population. The spacious foyer held a number of works of art,
commissioned under the rubric “Are Communists allowed to dream?” This quote
was attributed to Lenin, but it is hard to imagine what he might have thought of
the exhibition’s centerpiece, an enormous canvas by the artist Hans Vent. Entitled
People on the Beach, it depicted seventeen bathers, some of them in the nude.162
In the 1950s, the SED saw nudism as a throwback to the dark days of the recent
past, indelibly associated with Nazism, social democracy, and moral decay. By
the 1970s and 1980s, nude bathing had been refigured in official discourse as a
symbol of a young, forward-looking East Germany.
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It is striking that, as the state co-opted nudism, it became increasingly sexualized and commercialized. The infamous “nudists” in the 1987 parade to celebrate Berlin’s 750th anniversary are a good example of this. In the TV footage
the women who paraded past the Honeckers appear to be fully naked. However,
photographs of the parade show that the “nudists” in the procession were not
nude, but merely topless. Furthermore, rather than representing nudists, they were
in fact “presenting consumer goods and leisure activities of the capital”—hence
the fishing rods, fishing nets, and parasols with which their float was festooned.163
Other pictures of the parade show a preponderance of scantily clad women, among
them the first Miss (East) Berlin. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that the partial
“nudists” in the parade were there for decoration, not to further the old-fashioned
values of nudism. This was in large part a reflection of the times. In the 1980s,
the GDR had experienced a remarkable boom in commercialized sexuality as the
regime tried to compete with erotic goods on offer in the West. Collections of
nude photographs, literary erotica, soft pornography on late night television, and
even striptease shows had started to appear.164 In a socialist economy increasingly
based on consumption, female nudity, shorn of any ideological nudist connotations, was no longer threatening but rather an attractive commodity.165 Despite
the best efforts of nudists and sex educationalists alike, nudity remained firmly
linked to sex, both in the attitudes of the authorities and in the popular imagination.
If the ban of the 1950s was motivated in part by fears of public indecency, the
tolerance of the 1970s and 1980s was made possible by a more laissez-faire
attitude toward sexuality. As Dagmar Herzog has pointed out, this was in part an
attempt to project an image of East Germany as a modern, progressive state.166
For example, much was made of the equalization of the age of consent for heterosexuals and homosexuals in 1988, despite the GDR’s previously miserably
homophobic track record. (The well-known, if unofficial, gay nudist beach at the
Müggelsee in Berlin failed to make it into official guidebooks.)167 It also reflects
a sea change in attitudes toward the body. If in the 1950s socialist bodies were
primarily seen as agents of work or, in the case of women, reproduction, by the
1980s the body was increasingly presented as a site of pleasure, consumption,
and leisure. This brought with it new freedoms, but it also meant the sexualization
and commodification of the female nude body—precisely what the nudists of the
1950s and 1960s had striven to avoid.
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CONCLUSION
In conclusion, let us return to the question of how the nudist boom should be
interpreted. The spirited and in many cases coordinated opposition to the ban of
1954 was certainly a form of direct resistance, and one of the infrequent occasions
that East Germans were able to overturn a piece of government policy by means
of peaceful civil disobedience. It is, however, worth noting that opposition to the
ban did not mean opposition to the regime: many of those who refused to comply
were not only loyal to the state but members of the party too. The nudists of the
1960s were also broadly sympathetic to socialism—in fact, many of them had
been the beneficiaries of the postwar Aufbau. But this did not mean an uncritical
acceptance of its values: many used their hobby to articulate a critique of socialist
consumerism, urbanization, and the sexualization of youth culture. Their vision
of a simpler, healthier socialism based on family values, closeness to nature, selfdiscipline, and sexual restraint found an outlet in the communities of the nudist
beaches.
Many were converted to nudism by their positive experiences of the culture
and comradeship of the nudist beach. But twenty years later, a distinctive nudist
culture was a thing of the past: the coastline was so crowded that nudists and
swimsuit wearers were packed side by side. As Ina Merkel points out, this represented a remarkably relaxed attitude toward public nudity, but it also signified
the end of the community and values propagated by the nudists of the 1950s and
1960s.168 Pockets of nudist culture still existed—but only in the fenced-off
grounds of the factory sports groups, where it was still possible to impose codes
of behavior.
By the 1980s, nude bathing was a well-established part of the socialist leisure
society, visible in books, magazines, TV, film, pop music, and tourist guides.
Nudity, once vilified by the state as immoral, was co-opted by the regime and
recast in a specifically East German light. A relaxed attitude toward nudity could
be made to work for the regime in two ways. First, it was a signifier of East
German progressiveness and modernity. The willingness of its citizens to strip in
public was interpreted by the regime as a signal of secular, modern values. It was
also able to play on nudism’s associations with physical health and mental wellbeing—associations that its proponents always stressed. Second, the nude body
was part of the regime’s attempt to woo a new generation of socialist consumers.
Nudism was part of a growing East German tourist culture. The loosening of state
controls on the depiction of the nude body also allowed the emergence of a
sexualized consumer culture, designed to compete with that of the West but nevertheless retaining a distinctively East German flavor.
During the 1960s and 1970s socialist society underwent a fundamental transformation. If the official emphasis in the 1950s was on ideology and self-denial
in the name of a socialist future, by the 1970s it had turned toward consumerism
and leisure. Faced with the proximity of the Federal Republic and the allure of
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the “golden West,” the SED was forced to reorientate unwillingly away from the
collective and toward the individual. The shift from work/production to pleasure/
consumption was nowhere clearer than in the changing bodily iconography of
the socialist state. By the 1980s, the taut sinews of Adolf Hennecke had been
replaced once and for all by the inviting curves of ice skater Katarina Witt. The
state, of course, still laid claim to citizen’s bodies for work, education, and national service. The right to travel freely and the right to protest remained illusory.
But within the private sphere, individuals began to enjoy new levels of freedom
over their own bodies: easier access to contraception and abortion, acceptance of
cohabitation and unmarried parenthood, even a grudging tolerance of homosexuality in some urban areas.
This was part of a broader shift in the priorities of the regime and in its relationship with the population. From the 1960s onward, the East German government
had to admit silently that its totalitarian aspirations had failed. Rather than trying
and failing to force its citizens to adopt a socialist way of life, it allowed them to
spend their leisure time on hobbies such as nudism in the hope that personal contentment would compensate for the lack of fundamental human rights such as travel
and freedom of expression. The nudists’ dogged defense of their collective right to
bathe in the nude and their individual rights to do so without state interference had
borne fruit. The state’s capitulation on nudism was a de facto acceptance of the
privacy of apolitical activities. Storming sand castles was a thing of the past.
Yet what the tolerance of nude bathing demonstrates is not the East German
regime’s liberalism, but its pragmatism. The recognition that its citizens lived
lives largely unconcerned with ideology did not mean that attempts to steer and
control the private sphere were abandoned altogether. With the folk memory of
the 1950s resistance still in mind, nude bathers may have experienced nudism as
a “little freedom.” But such freedoms were, ultimately, only extended to those
the regime felt were harmless. Nudist groups remained illegal until communism’s
collapse. Despite the fact that the few groups that did exist were hardly counterrevolutionary, the SED continued to fear the challenge to its authority posed by
independent social groups. This fear was not entirely irrational: the partial autonomy given to the Protestant Church in the late 1970s led to intense discussion
and activity on the part of pacifists, environmentalists, and gay rights activists.
Whether the authorization of nudist groups would have led unclad hordes to
question the legitimacy of the state is highly debatable. Even in the 1950s, nudism
had lost much of its Weimar-era ideological baggage. But, still in thrall to the
political rivalries of the 1920s, the party chose to ignore the common ground it
shared with nudists, preferring to make its peace with the deideologized nude
bathers of the 1970s and 1980s. Despite their own deeply felt political convictions, both the party’s leadership and its rank and file seemed more comfortable
dealing with apolitical consumer-citizens than with people who had strongly held
views of their own. In a sense, the nudists had won the battle but lost the war.
With the growing popularity of nude bathing, the nudist culture they valued disappeared. The toleration and, later, co-option of nudism neutralized the nudists’
critique of socialist consumerism and their claim to offer an alternative.

