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	Introduction







This is a book about borders, boundaries, and the spaces between them. It is about how geographical borders may be invested with cultural meanings far beyond their political intentions and how their dismantling may be so destabilizing as to generate new cultural practices and identities. Arguing that articulations, ambiguities, and contradictions of identity are especially visible in moments of social upheaval, I portray the rapid transformations in everyday life of an East German border village, Kella, after the fall of the Berlin Wall. I ask what happens to people’s sense of identity and personhood when a political and economic system collapses overnight, and I explore how people negotiate and manipulate a liminal condition created by the disappearance of a significant frame of reference.

My study derives from a borderland situation, where this state of transition can be observed in particularly bold relief. Kella, the village in which I lived and conducted fieldwork between December 1990 and August 1992, is directly on, and is partially encircled by, the former border between East and West Germany. Under the socialist regime it was situated not only within the Sperrgebiet, a restricted zone extending a width of 5 kilometers along the boundary, but also within the more restricted Schutzstreifen, or high-security zone, a 500-meter strip edging the border. A single road was the village’s lifeline to the rest of East Germany. Its 600 residents needed special passes to reenter Kella, and only close relatives with police clearance were permitted to visit. To deter potential “escapes,” all road signs pointing to Kella were removed and, like other Schutzstreifen communities, the village was discreetly omitted from nearly every map produced in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). The crest of the wooded hills surrounding the isolated village lay in the West, where a lookout point (“the window to Kella”) with a parking lot large enough to accommodate several tour buses provided a site from which westerners could gaze down on and ponder the Otherness of the East.

Almost overnight, the village was thrust from this extreme margin of the GDR to the geographical center of re-unified Germany.1 As a participant in and observer of most aspects of daily life—including parties, family gatherings, village festivals, church activities, village council meetings, weddings, funerals, shopping, cleaning, gardening, cooking, even pig slaughtering—I was able to witness and, to a large extent, experience a multitude of changes in Kella during my two-year stay. I observed, for example, the border fence being slowly dismantled, noting that as the political border disappeared, a cultural boundary between East and West was being maintained, indeed invented. I listened to the stories of many people, including former Communist Party (Sozialistsche Einheitspartei Deutschlands [SED], or Socialist Unity Party) members, struggling to come to terms with a devalued past. I witnessed the church, once an alternative institution preaching against the official values of the socialist regime, react to its diminished political function. I talked with women, those most affected by unemployment, about their feelings of superfluousness and isolation, and I watched as many villagers who were fortunate to have found work in the West struggled with feelings of humiliation and anger arising out of encounters with West German coworkers. As face-to-face interaction in the village drastically declined through the closings of local factories and state-owned facilities, the disappearance of a barter economy, the dissolution of most village clubs and social organizations, the discontinuation of the village public-address system, and the installation in 1992 of telephones in every home, I heard people lament the loss of community—as well as occasionally applaud the loss of social control such interactions had entailed. I witnessed people negotiate their way through an influx of consumer goods as they discovered new ways of using consumption in the construction and expression of identity and difference. I observed how people responded to—and resisted—the opportunity, pressure, and desire to look and function like the West.

One of my principal aims in this project is to explore the way in which extralocal economic, political, and social processes intersect with the individual lives of people in a community, for it is “in the actions of individuals living in time and place” that these forces are embodied, interpreted, contested, and negotiated (Abu-Lughod 1991: 156). In doing so, I consider Kella as a borderland, both literally and metaphorically, a site for the construction and articulation of identities and distinctions through boundary-maintaining practices, as well as an interstitial zone, a place betwixt and between cultures. Kella is, as Gloria Anzaldúa writes of her borderland: “a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition” (1987: 3).

This study, then, is both an ethnographic account of German reunification and an attempt to understand the paradoxical human condition of a borderland.

BOUNDARIES, BORDERLANDS,
AND BORDER ZONES

Boundaries are symbols through which states, nations, and localities define themselves. They define at once territorial limits and sociocultural space. A boundary is, as Georg Simmel has noted, “not a spatial fact with sociological effects, but a sociological fact which forms space” (1908: 623). Boundaries—cultural, geographical, and territorial—identify people; they define who is inside and who is outside. The simple crossing of a border is a “territorial passage” that may alter spatiotemporal experience (Kelleher n.d.; Van Gennep i960). Indeed, it is an act of definition and a declaration of identity, transforming one, in an instant, from a citizen into a foreigner.

Anthropologists have long emphasized the importance of studying cultural boundaries and processes of boundary maintenance as a means of understanding the dynamics of identity formation and expression. E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s classic study of the Nuer (1940) implicitly examined how group identity and boundaries are relational concepts: community, ethnic or social identities, loyalties, and allegiances are constructed largely in relation if not in opposition to other social groups. Acculturation studies of the 1950s introduced the concept of “boundary-maintaining mechanisms” to explain how “closure” was achieved in cultural systems (SSRC 1953: 975). According to this view, cultural boundaries are maintained through “devices” like ritual initiations, secret activities, or legal barriers that function to restrict knowledge to group members and to shield a culture from external influences. In an important and influential argument, Fredrik Barth challenged certain assumptions of earlier acculturation theories and pointed out that “boundaries persist despite a flow of personnel across them” (1969: 9). Arguing that ethnic identity becomes meaningful only at the boundaries of ethnicity, Barth insisted on shifting the focus of investigation to “the ethnic boundary that defines the group, not the cultural stuff that it encloses” (p. 15).

While Barth’s emphasis on boundaries is extremely valuable, his theory is less concerned with how they are constructed or sustained, especially when ethnic or other differences are absent. Indeed, it can be argued that it is precisely the “cultural stuff” that impels the very dynamics of boundary construction and maintenance (Mewett 1986: 73). N. D. Fustel de Coulanges recognized this in his study The Ancient City, first published in 1864, in which he discussed how certain rituals, beliefs, everyday rites, and memory consecrated the “sacred bounds” of ancient cities and fortified demarcation lines between them (1980). Such practices thus functioned as “boundary-maintaining mechanisms,” in that they “expressed and sustained the corporate identity of social groups” (Munn 1973: 582).

During the 1980s, several ethnographic studies of British communities stressed the symbolic construction in practice of community and cultural boundaries (Cohen 1982, 1986). Anthony P. Cohen (1987), for example, shows how practices of everyday life in a Shetland Island community provide its population with a link to the past and thereby enable people to experience and express a sense of boundedness, distinctiveness, and common identity. In this view, boundaries are both spatial delineators and territorial reifications of social processes, as Peter Mewett points out: “The territorial boundary is a secondary thing, however: it provides the physical symbol differentiating one natural unit from another, but its construction occurs in socio-cultural space. In this sense the boundary can exist only for as long as that which it bounds continues to construct it” (1986: 83). As symbolic entities constituted in human action and interaction, boundaries are constructed out of preexisting differences, which they, in their turn, act not only to reinforce but also to create; the sense of difference they mark is as important as the cultural forms and practices they enclose.

Boundaries thus may shape social life by providing a means for social classification and ordering (Heiberg 1989).2 While the studies of British communities effectively demonstrate this, they often overlook the degree to which identities and boundaries are externally defined by, and articulate with, larger social, political, and economic processes. Further, as Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson have pointed out in a critique of this work (1994: 4), the focus on boundedness and coherence not only perpetuates “uncritical views of homogeneity” in ethnic or cultural groups that obscures significant diversities and contradictions in social life but also replicates a now widely criticized tendency within anthropology to overemphasize boundedness, coherence, and homogeneity in its study of “culture” (Gupta and Ferguson 1992; Rosaldo 1989).

Until relatively recently, few anthropological studies of boundaries have focused on actual national or territorial boundaries.3 Peter Sahlins’s study of the boundary between France and Spain has been particularly important in recognizing both local and external factors that contributed to the invention of a territorial line and the formation of national identities. Challenging the notion that the nation-state was constructed from the center outward, Sahlins shows that as identity came to be grounded in territory, local interests and disputes were voiced in nationalist terms, thus giving shape to a national territorial boundary and distinct national identities. He notes, significantly, that “boundaries are privileged sites for the articulation of national distinctions” (Sahlins 1989: 271). The focus of his historical study is on the duality of the border, however, with little attention to boundary transgressions or the spaces in between.

A recent surge of interest in boundaries within anthropology, history, and cultural and literary studies has attempted to move away from such binarisms of the border by focusing on the interstitial and hybrid space of the borderland.4 As Homi Bhabha writes, “this hither and thither of the stairwell, the temporal movement and passage it allows, prevents identities at either end of it from settling into primordial polarities” (1994: 4). Influenced by writings emerging out of or about the U.S.-Mexican borderland, this perspective rejects a static, bounded, and monolithic notion of culture in favor of a more dynamic understanding of the multiplicities, complexities, and contradictions of social life.5

The borderlands concept also offers new possibilities for theorizing and conceptualizing social space and identity. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson, for example, suggest:

The borderlands are just such a place of incommensurable contradictions. The term does not indicate a fixed topographical site between two other fixed locales (nations, societies, cultures), but an interstitial zone of displacement and deterritorialization that shapes the identity of the hybridized subject. Rather than dismissing them as insignificant, as marginal zones, thin slivers of land between stable places, we want to contend that the notion of borderlands is a more adequate conceptualization of the “normal” locale of the postmodern subject. (Gupta and Ferguson 1992: 18)

In this view, the borderland is as much a metaphor as a physical space, or what Roger Rouse has called “an alternative cartography of social space” (1991: 9).

Renato Rosaldo, who has been at the forefront of anthropology in theorizing the concept of a borderland, retains both a literal and metaphorical notion of a borderland in arguing for studies of people living on cultural and national borders. For Rosaldo, the borderland suggests ways of “redefining the concept of culture”: “borderlands should be regarded not as analytically empty transitional zones but as sites of creative cultural production that require investigation. . . . Such cultural border zones are always in motion, not frozen for inspection” (1989: 208, 217). Moreover, the border zones of daily life may form around a variety of social boundaries: “More than we usually care to think, our everyday lives are crisscrossed by border zones, pockets and eruptions of all kinds. Social borders frequently become salient around such lines as sexual orientation, gender, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, age, politics, dress, food, or taste” (pp. 207–8).

In many respects, this view of borderlands and border zones offers a particularly compelling way of conceptualizing identity and social life. Such an approach not only highlights the processual, fluid, and multidimensional aspects of identity but also stresses how identities are contextually defined, constructed, and articulated. Indeed, border zones are often fields of heightened consciousness that demand articulation or identification. People’s daily routines move them through a variety of contexts in which different forms of identity and identification are experienced, negotiated, and expressed. Rather than viewing these movements as productive of split, fragmented, or hybrid identities—notions that still imply stasis or coherence—the notion of a border zone, with its emphasis on motion and creative production within a particular arena of social life, suggests a more fluid and contextual notion of identity. Many of the dynamics of social and cultural life, I maintain, are the result of an interplay among these various domains.

As intersecting, overlapping, and, often, mutually constitutive cultural fields, border zones need not be spatially grounded, although they may also have real spatial dimensions and implications. Indeed, they may also form around existing (or, as in the German case, recently vanished) territorial or national borders. Although the theoretical or figurative conception of a borderland is based on literal geopolitical boundaries, much of the recent border theorizing has neglected the contextual specificity and dense materiality of borders in favor of an almost exclusively metaphorical and very general understanding of borders as zones of fluidity, ambiguity, deterritorialization, marginality, liminality, hybridity, resistance, or cultural diversity and difference.6 Such depictions often overlook the fact that border zones are also places of intense and inflexible lucidity. Borders, like the one I study, generate stories, legends, events, and incidents; they are contested and negotiated in culturally specific ways by individuals and the state; they are resources for both legal and illegal exchanges of goods and services; they are sites of surveillance, control, regulation, and inspection; and they are places of secrecy, fear, danger, and desire.7

One of my principal aims in this study is to explore such multiple border zones—both real and imagined—in a place where tangible, indeed concrete, borders have been a powerful presence. None of the theoretical literature on borders and boundaries, in fact, deals with two of the distinguishing features of the territorial border I discuss here: its impermeability (crossing it could have been a fatal act), and then its sudden disappearance. This was a border that once divided East from West, state socialism from western capitalism, and Kella from easy and normal contact with the rest of the world. This study examines the impact of the inter-German border on daily life under socialist rule, arguing that it was not only a means by which state power was inscribed onto space and bodies but also an essential aspect of the Zwischenraum, a German term I employ to describe the space between the boundaries of the known in which people negotiated the limits of the possible and, in so doing, helped define them. I explore the changing meaning of the border as a symbolic construction over time, noting the kinds of borderland identities it has (en)gendered as well as recent struggles over the construction, production, and negotiation of memory surrounding the former border fence itself.

Thus I also attempt to unpack the different meanings of a borderland. Moving among different border zones, I seek to illuminate how a figurative borderland, characterized by fluidity, liminality, ambiguity, resistance, negotiation, and creativity, is dynamically heightened, accelerated, and complicated in the literal borderland of Kella, where the specificities of both come into especially sharp relief. While I would concur with the notion of a borderland as a site of “creative cultural production” (Rosaldo 1989: 208), for example, I would caution against any tendency to celebrate the interstitiality and creativity of the borderland without attending to the reality of certain power dynamics in which it may be situated. As Smadar Lavie and Ted Swedenburg have noted, borders are “not just places of imaginative interminglings and happy hybridities” (1996: 15).8 Like other borderlands, the border I describe is characterized by an uneven and asymmetrical intersection of cultures. It is a site of cultural confrontation, articulation, and, to a large extent, penetration, where struggles over the production of cultural meanings occur in the context of asymmetrical relations between East and West. Although borderland residents may be in-between cultures, both geographically and metaphorically, the hegemony of the West here conveys a sense that they are, or should be, moving in a particular direction. They are not just “halfway beings” of the borderland (Castillo 1995), nor are they passive eastern Germans who have accepted and internalized western projections of them as inferior.9 Instead, through a dynamic and subtle interplay of imitation and resistance, the inhabitants of this borderland are seeking and asserting new forms of identity.

STATES OF TRANSITION:
AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF POSTSOCIALISM

As anthropological studies of socialism have argued and demonstrated, the tools of ethnographic analysis are well suited to the study of socialist societies and postsocialist transitions.10 With their focus on the fine-grained detail of everyday life, anthropological studies not only have contributed a unique awareness of and perspective on the experiences of the “transition” but also have examined its multiple dimensions and trajectories. In doing so, anthropologists have challenged a certain linear, teleological thinking surrounding the collapse of socialism and pointed to the contradictions, paradoxes, and different trajectories of postsocialist societies.11 Katherine Verdery, for example, has pointed to the ideological significance and triumphalist connotations of “the main themes”—including “privatization” and the “market economy,” “democratization,” “nationalism,” or “civil society”—of an expanding field that has come to be called “transitology” (1996:11). At the same time, anthropologists have also begun to examine these “main themes” from an ethnographically informed perspective. Gail Kligman’s focus on the process of constructing civil society in Romania (1990), for example, cautions against reifications of state–society dichotomies, while Susan Gal (1996) points to the concept’s gendered dimensions. Studies collected by David Kideckel (1995) examine the impact of decollectivization and privatization on local politics, identities, and social organization in rural eastern European communities; Ladislaw Holy’s study of national identity challenges certain “vacuum theories” of nationalism that attribute its ascent after 1989 to a need to fill an ideological vacuum left by the collapse of socialism (Holy 1996; see also Verdery 1996).

In contrast to many observers of the transitions in eastern Europe who tend to support a “big bang” theory of socialism’s collapse (Verdery 1996), ethnographically grounded studies have emphasized important continuities between socialist and postsocialist societies. David Kideckel (1995) and Gerald Creed (1995) point to parallels between certain structures and experiences of collectivization and decollectivization. In a historical ethnography of collectivization in a Hungarian village, Martha Lampland (1995) demonstrates significant similarities between socialist and capitalist political economic practices and illuminates how commodification under socialism in Hungary helped to pave the way for many of the transitions that have followed. Carole Nagengast (1991), in a study of class and social differentiation in a rural Polish community, similarly argues that the reinstitution of capitalism in Poland does not represent a systemic rupture but reflects important “continuities in earlier, class-based social relations that masqueraded as socialist relations for four and a half decades” (p. 1, emphases in the original). In a discussion of the elaborate social and economic networks formed under socialism’s “second society” in Poland, Janine Wedel (1992) also notes how critical these relations will be in shaping Poland’s future. More generally, the work of Katherine Verdery (1996) has been devoted to highlighting continuities in many arenas of social, political, and economic life.

Anthropologically informed studies of postsocialist transitions have also pointed to valuable topics outside these “main themes.” Important work on the gender regimes of socialism as well as on abortion debates in many postsocialist societies have contributed to theoretical understandings of the relationship between gender and nation (De Soto 1994; Dölling 1991; Gal 1994; Goven 1993; Kligman 1992; Verdery 1996). In a different vein, analyses of ethnic and nationalist conflicts have demonstrated that these are not simply a revival of old tensions suppressed by socialist rule but hostilities that must be re-created anew (Verdery 1996: 95; see also Bringa 1995; Denich 1994; Hayden 1996). Other scholars have examined the pervasiveness of memory and the uses and burdens of the past (Borneman 1997; Hayden 1994; Lass 1994). Another important topic highlighted by anthropological studies of postsocialist transitions is the changing cultural meanings and politics of consumption (Berdahl, Bunzl, and Lampland 1999; Humphrey 1995; Konstantinov 1996; Verdery 1996). Underlying most of these studies, explicitly or implicitly, is the salient question of identity and its rearticulation in altered economic, social, and national contexts (Berdahl, Bunzl, and Lampland 1999; De Soto and Anderson 1993; Kennedy 1994; Kürti and Langman 1997; Slobin 1996). Among other things, this book addresses several of these alternative “transition themes,” including national identity, memory, gender, and consumption.

For anthropology, postsocialist transitions offer opportunities to explore some of the central issues of the discipline: the relationship among economic systems, political entities, and culture; the construction of identity, ethnicity, and nationalism; social and cultural change. Similarly, anthropology’s long interest in conditions of liminality offers a particularly useful tool for analyzing and conceptualizing these moments of tremendous change (Verdery 1996: 231). Defined by Victor Turner as the ambiguous, interstructural, paradoxical, “betwixt and between” status endured by initiates during a rite of passage, the liminal period is a transition “between states” (Turner 1967: 93). As Turner himself suggests, the term state may be interpreted very broadly—even, I would propose, quite literally.

Turner’s notion of liminality is drawn from Arnold Van Gennep’s writings on rites de passage, and it is no accident that one of Van Gennep’s images for this concept is a territorial boundary. For it is here at the border, he argues, that a transition between two worlds is most pronounced (1960: 18). In my study of a transition between two German states, I strive to wed the anthropological concept of liminality to more recent theories of borders and borderlands, where—with a few exceptions—it has been surprisingly absent.12

In the course of the incorporation of the East into the West, I argue, people like the residents of Kella have invented—and, in some cases, ritualized—certain forms of negotiations and rites of passage that mark a transition. Many of these negotiations and ritualizations have emerged from the interstices of social life: from walks along the former East-West boundary; from spaces between popular faith and institutionalized religion; from consumption practices shaped under a cultural order of socialism in the new context of a market economy; from tensions produced by competing gender ideologies; from the space between the boundaries of remembering and forgetting; and, under socialism, in the Zwischenraum, the space between the boundaries of the known.

The interstitiality of the borderland is thus not confined to the more literal border zone that has formed around the recently vanished territorial boundary, although it may be in this context that its in-betweenness is most visible. In addition to its spatial implications, I also use the borderland here as a temporal, political, and cultural metaphor for a state of and in transition.

PROCESSES AND PARTICULARS

An additional objective of this study, therefore, is to illuminate how people negotiate and manipulate rapid social change in a world of increasingly malleable boundaries, where identities crystallize around borders as well as transcend them. I thus highlight processes of change, contestation, and identity formation that are especially visible in moments of social discord and that take on particular significance at the former border. Throughout the book, I draw on “revelatory incidents” and “ethnographies of the particular” to describe the circumstances and experiences of individuals and a community (Fernandez 1986; Abu-Lughod 1991).13

This focus on particulars does not entail a privileging of microprocesses over macroprocesses, however. Instead, it is an attempt to move away from an emphasis on coherence, boundedness, and homogeneity that has characterized much of “traditional” anthropology in general (Gupta and Ferguson 1992; Rosaldo 1989) and European ethnography in particular. As anthropology returned “part-way home” to study European cultures, it often carried with it the discipline’s traditional focus on isolated, bounded, and homogeneous communities (Cole 1977). Viewing change as unilineal and unidirectional, European village studies have traditionally treated localities as bounded social entities and focused on issues of tradition, modernization, adaptation, and continuity in rural life.14 An approach emphasizing local identity and culture as products of large-scale processes, while extremely valuable, may risk discounting the productive potential and rich detail of human experience, cultural practices, and individual action in social life.15

Although its focus is on the village of Kella, this study, like much contemporary ethnography, strives to transcend the “village-study paradigm” as well as other monolithic “culture concepts” by exploring the effects of long-term and extralocal processes as they are manifested and refracted in a multiplicity of small-scale processes, local practices, and individual actions (Abu-Lughod 1991: 143). Another aim here, then, is to tell stories that reflect particular intersections of the large and the small. Some of these stories focus on individuals, like Werner Schmidt, one of the few “really reds” in Kella; Emma Hauser, a “religious virtuoso”;16 “J. R.,” nicknamed after the character in the American television series Dallas; or Ralf Fischer, a traveler of maps. Other stories are about places, like the Seventh Station, the Kella chapel, or the landscape of the border fence. And some stories focus on events, like the fall of the Wall on November 9, 1989, or Kella’s procession in honor of re-unification on October 3, 1990.

Together, the stories, anecdotes, and vignettes are an attempt to represent ethnographically “a world riven with cultural contradiction” (Limón 1991: 116). For, as Michael Herzfeld has noted, it is often these “humbler moments” or “ ‘mere anecdotes’ ” that reveal what moves people to action” (1997: 24).17 I do not claim to explain these events or experiences “as they really were” to those concerned; experience and its recollections, reconstructions, and interpretations—including my own—are subjective, situated, and inherently dialogical.18 Informed by the well-known critiques of anthropology, then, my ethnographic storytelling aims to avoid the distancing, totalizing, and essentializing discourses of generalization; I hope to show that people’s experiences of the rapid transformations surrounding the fall of the Wall have been highly differentiated—even in a tiny border village.

ETHNOCRAPHIC RESEARCH AND WRITING

Ethnographic fieldwork, like most research, is often a matter of structured serendipity. Indeed, my choice of a field site and my relationships in the field were the products of a mysterious interplay of luck and systematic research. I cannot claim, for example, that the selection of Kella as a field site was a carefully calculated one. Instead, it was the only village that met my criteria in which I was able to find housing. My interest in borders and boundaries had led me to select the Catholic Eichsfeld region as a research site in order to explore issues of regional identities and boundary maintenance. My second principal criterion was a Schutzstreifengemeinde, a village located in the highly restricted 500-meter border zone, which limited me to approximately fifteen villages in the Eichsfeld. Because these villages had been inaccessible under socialism and the construction of new homes restricted, it was difficult to locate housing, for most homes were shared by three or four generations of one family.

As it turned out, however, Kella could not have been better suited to my research aims and interests. It is located directly on the former East-West border, which is also the Protestant-Catholic boundary of the Eichsfeld region, a Catholic enclave in Protestant central Germany with a long tradition of constructing and maintaining a strong sense of regional identity. As I discuss in chapter 1, the former GDR border also corresponds to an earlier boundary between Prussia and Hesse, which now divides Hesse from Thuringia. Furthermore, several unique places and events made Kella a particularly interesting site for my research. I discuss most of these in the chapters that follow, including the chapel between the fences, the Seventh Station, and the procession on October 3 that was broadcast on a regional television station basing its coverage of reunification events in the village. The videotapes of this coverage and the 1989 border opening in Kella that were sitting on the mayor’s desk the day we arranged housing only seemed to confirm that I had landed there by a fortunate twist of fate.

As should be evident by the theoretical issues discussed above, “representativeness” and “typicality” are not among my major concerns here. The degree to which Kella, with its variety of “exceptional” historical circumstances—borderland location, Catholicism, Eichsfeld regionalism—may represent the practices, behaviors, and experiences of “typical” eastern Germans before and after the Wende (turning point, or the fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of socialist rule) is, of course, questionable. While I am convinced that many of the experiences, stories, and events portrayed in this study will resonate with those of other eastern Germans—a conviction that derives from having kept careful track of discussions in the regional and national press, from conversations during visits to other areas of Germany, and from observations by friends and colleagues who have spent time in post-Wall Germany—it is not my intent here to establish representativeness by sociological measure. Instead, my aim is to explore issues of identity formation and negotiation that demand and can profit from a local focus in the context of the social, cultural, economic, and political transformations surrounding the fall of the Berlin Wall and German re-unification. In doing so, I hope to generate insights not only into the politics of everyday life in re-unified Germany as well as under socialism in the GDR, but also under such conditions whenever and wherever they occur.19

Research Methodology and Practice

Doing fieldwork in a village that was inaccessible to outsiders for more than thirty years posed its own unique challenges.20 When I arrived with my husband, John, in early December 1990, just days after arranging housing with the local mayor, the entire village had already heard we were coming. Our reception was cool at first, a result of what several villagers later called “suspicious mentalities,” which they attributed to the village’s isolation under socialism; it was also the product, many later explained, of simple curiosity about Americans (“class enemy number one”). People peered from behind lace window curtains as we walked by, rarely returned a greeting, or simply stopped what they were doing to watch us.

Most anthropologists seem to have their own “fieldwork turning-point narrative”; mine—now often told and retold in a variety of contexts, including among people in Kella—involves music. After failing to elicit even a greeting from anyone but our landlords, we were grateful when the local priest, Father Münster, asked John, a professional violinist, to play in church on Christmas Eve. It was the first time, I later learned, that most villagers had heard a solo violin. After he had filled the packed, candle-lit sanctuary with his music, John was introduced to the congregation by Kella’s priest. Much to my surprise, Father Münster explained that I was writing a dissertation about the “Wende in the Eichsfeld,” and that although we were not Catholic, my husband and I should be welcomed into the community. His introduction and stamp of approval seemed to work immediately: after church we were greeted and welcomed by several villagers; only days later we were being invited into people’s homes. While it is, of course, impossible to determine how much impact the priest or John’s memorable performance—or perhaps both—had on the subsequent direction and success of my research, the event did represent a substantial and noticeable change in our reception in the community.

Throughout the course of the next twenty months of field research, I worked to establish and cultivate a network of relations across a diverse range of social, kinship, and age groups in the village. Most of my research thus entailed the total immersion that is typical of ethnographic observation: occasionally joined by John (whose long hours playing in the Staatstheater Kassel orchestra often kept him away from Kella), I attended church, first communions, weddings, funerals, sessions of the village council, and meetings of the local Heimatverein (voluntary association dedicated to the cultivation of Heimat, or homeland). I participated in social gatherings, dinner parties, religious processions, and local festivals like Fasching (the pre-Lent carnival) or Kirmes (the annual festival commemorating the dedication of the community church); I shopped with teenagers, entire families, and women friends in Eschwege, Göttingen, and Heiligenstadt; I picked (and ate) cherries with older villagers in their gardens as I caught up on local gossip; I hiked the Silberklippe, the highest of the hills surrounding Kella, with everyone from ten-year-old Sylvia to the village priest; I went dancing with villagers my own age at nearby discos; and I traveled to Tirol with the largely middle-aged Heimatverein. Thanks to the lack of telephones in Kella during my research, which necessitated face-to-face interaction for all communication, I was able to see many people on a regular, often daily, basis. By the end of my stay in Kella, I had come to know most—although not all—villagers, some very well. I have maintained contact with many of them since leaving the field, and I was able to renew relationships during visits in February 1994 and the spring of 1996.

In addition to ethnographic observation and informal interviews, I also selected ten villagers, from a range of age, gender, religious, political, and social groups, with whom I taped “life-history” interviews. These more formal interviews involved an average of three two-hour sessions with each person over a period of several months and were enhanced by daily interaction with the same individuals throughout my stay. In order to establish a basis for understanding village kinship relations and social structure, I also collected oral genealogies of several families. Here I paid particular attention to relatives living in West Germany, social differentiation, and family patterns of party membership. I supplemented these with genealogical records for the entire village, recreated from church records beginning in 1910. Although time consuming, these genealogies turned out to be essential for understanding many aspects of village social relations and organization, particularly in my analysis of social organization and differentiation in chapter 4. Church records also enabled me to compile information on population trends, birthrates, and marriage rates.

Finally, my study involved research in the village archives. Minutes of village council and special committee meetings, Volkspolizei (People’s Police) reports, state mass-organization and party-membership lists, and records of organized village activities and elections provided a wealth of information—inaccessible before the Wende—on everyday life in the GDR. Although I did have access to archival materials from the Nazi period in Kella, I opted not to pursue this line of inquiry for several reasons. First, an in-depth local history of the village during Nazi rule exceeds the scope of my project; archival and oral-history research on this period would have required me to devote significantly less time to ethnographic research, thus limiting my ability to observe and record the tremendous changes in Kella after the fall of the Wall. Because of the rapid pace of transition during the course of my fieldwork, I felt compelled, as it were, to “seize the moment.” My second reason was methodological: I was concerned that my positioning as an ethnographer would be affected if I asked probing questions about the village’s Nazi past and that this would impede my ability to become integrated into the community. Instead, I have chosen to address this particular period of history as it pertains to other issues explored in this study: continuities between resistive religious practices under the Nazi and SED regimes, for example, or the differences in memory construction of the Nazi past in East and West Germany as a critical element in current negotiations of memory and national identity in the new Germany.

The material on which this study is based is thus drawn from diverse sources. The quotations throughout the book stem from taped interviews, notes taken during informal interviews, or observations recorded in my field notes. Although individuals’ names used in the book are pseudonyms, Kella is not. I was initially inclined to use individuals’ real names, feeling that this would be a more appropriate and respectful acknowledgment of the people who had so generously shared their lives and experiences with me, but in the end I opted for pseudonyms primarily “to return to them at least a small part of the power to decide whether or not to reveal themselves” (Rogers 1991: xiii). Although most individuals quoted or portrayed here will be well known to people in Kella, I have made every effort to conceal their identity.

The decision to retain the village name, however, is made largely at the Kellans’ request. Although people expressed different reasons for this desire—an enduring local pride and sense of Heimat or the misguided anticipation of a burgeoning tourist industry that might be enhanced by my study (despite my repeated attempts to claim otherwise)—underlying their collective request, it seemed to me, was the hope that I might be able to help put Kella back on the map. And in its way, perhaps this study does that.

The Organization of This Study

Boundaries and border zones are the organizing metaphor of the book as well as its object of study. In some respects, the project appears to share certain aspects of the traditional village studies it attempts to transcend with its chapters organized around religion, social organization, or gender. Yet instead of viewing these subjects as separate categories, I treat these and other arenas of social life as multilayered, overlapping, and often interdependent border zones that crisscross people’s daily lives. The border zones I describe here are ones whose boundaries “become salient around lines” of social differentiation, religion, nationality, and gender (Rosaldo 1989: 207). They provide contexts for the articulation, negotiation, and construction of different forms of identity and memory, and their dynamics are often closely linked to other kinds of borders and borderlands—geopolitical, regional, metaphorical, or concrete. They are also the areas of social life that have been particularly affected by the collapse of socialism and German re-unification.

This organization of chapters around particular border zones is also intended to reflect a flow of themes in the book—from publicity and secrecy, to religion, consumption, identity, gender, and memory—that draw together related issues of nation building, identity formation, and a micropolitics of everyday life. Negotiations of socialist state power in relation to practices of publicity and secrecy, for example, are essential for understanding comparable negotiations of a consumer market economy after the fall of the Wall; the history of religious presence in the Eichsfeld region continues to be an important factor in the ongoing negotiation of gender, regional, and religious identities as well as in the construction and expression of memory; practices of social distinction and consumption under socialism have informed and structured transformations in the meanings, politics, and en-gendering of consumption in postsocialist eastern Germany. Taken together, these interwoven themes, I suggest, not only illustrate important continuities between socialism and postsocialism but also illuminate the multiple ways in which the nation-state—both the GDR and the new Germany—attempts to implant itself, at different moments more or less successfully, into everyday life. What makes the German state and its borderland a site of ethnographic inquiry is the historically and culturally specific nature of the border—once looming and impenetrable, now dismantled and reinvented—where power and difference are intimately articulated, exercised, contested, and potentially transformed.

Chapter 1 describes Kella as it was when I arrived in December 1990. Intended to provide readers with a general history and outline of the village, the chapter also offers a basis for gauging the tremendous changes I have witnessed there over the past six years. Chapter 2 focuses on the politics of everyday life under socialism. Drawing from archival research as well as oral histories, I examine state institutions and organizations that formed the microfoundations of power in everyday interaction. The state and its actions became something people had to interpret, I argue, and the regime derived power from the way it was interpreted, experienced, and even resisted. This interplay between above and below, between the state and its citizens, was crucial in sustaining the socialist regime.

In Chapter 3 my focus is on religious identities and practices and their relationship to a dynamic interplay among religion, place, and belonging in Kella. As part of the Eichsfeld region, the village remained devoutly Catholic despite the socialist state’s attempts to undermine religion in the GDR. I examine how religion could be both an expression of and reason for resistance under socialism, and I explore transformations in the dynamic relationship between popular faith and institutionalized religion since the Wende. These changes, I argue, have resulted in a renegotiation and redefinition of religious identities and practices. Underlying my argument in this chapter is the assumption that religion may be viewed not as a distinct sphere of cultural life but, rather, as something that permeates, and is permeated by, complex negotiations of identity within changing political and economic structures.

Chapter 4 explores the production and reproduction of inequality in village social relations over time. I focus on the kinds of constructions used to classify social differentiation, and I examine the emergence of new strategies of social distinction after the virtual elimination of private property under socialism. I argue that a new group of village elites asserted itself through the social capital of connections and show how these new practices of distinction occurred primarily in the realm of the second economy, in which consumption became productive in new and strategic ways: it both reflected and constituted difference. With the fall of the Wall, consumption has taken on new meanings and roles in the construction of difference as inequalities are reorganized according to the principles of a consumer market economy.

In many respects, chapter 5 forms the core of the book, for it sets up and expands on the borderland argument. I explore the development and experience of the border under socialism, the events surrounding the fall of the Wall, and the dynamic of boundary maintenance and invention on both sides of the former border after the Wende. I examine the emergence of certain “initiation rites” into the new society for eastern Germans, particularly in the realm of consumption, and discuss how certain taxonomies of classification, of identifying who is an Ossi and who is a Wessi, have become part of everyday life. Over a relatively short period of time, I argue, new forms of identity have been created, invented, and asserted.

Chapter 6 argues that these real and invented distinctions between East and West are often structured in gendered terms. I examine several ideological and practical tensions in social life that have informed the construction and negotiation of gender before and after the Wende in Kella, and I focus in particular on how the influx of western images and ideologies of womanhood have challenged forty years of women’s experience as workers and mothers under socialism. I explore how these contrasting gender ideologies are tension-laden, and I argue that this tension and the social transformations of which it is a part are both gendered and gendering. National identity must thus be viewed as a gendered phenomenon.

Chapter 7 explores the construction, production, and negotiation of historical memory since the fall of the Wall. It focuses on several arenas in which this negotiation and contestation take place, including performative ceremonies, shifting discourses of historical memory and their relationship to local practices, and struggles over the commemoration and representation of the GDR past. I return here to the book’s central theme of borders and boundaries in a discussion of the politics of memory surrounding the former border fence itself. Arguing that memory is an interactive, infinitely malleable, and highly contested phenomenon, this final chapter examines the role of the past in the present.
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SHIFTING BOUNDARIES

When I first arrived in Kella in 1990, crossing the border from West Germany to East Germany entailed much more than a simple territorial passage. The gradual transition in the roads leading to the village was itself a liminal space, a product of the roads’ borderland location as well as of a consciousness of their temporary remoteness that was heightened by the new pavement and construction that surrounded other border crossings. To reach Kella, you had to exit the fast-paced western German highway (B27) near the town of Eschwege, follow wide, well-paved roads through the western village of Grebendorf, and then take a narrow asphalt road winding through the hills to the spot overlooking Kella known to locals as “Braunrode.” An “Eschweger Klosterbräu” placard signaled the entry to an abandoned restaurant that used to serve the tourists who would come for a glimpse of the famous Iron Curtain and the people it enclosed.1 At this point, the end of the western German terrain, the winding road turned to gravel; a sharp two-meter drop on the right forced you to slow down and weave through large potholes, a stark contrast to the smooth pace of traffic in the West just moments, even meters, ago. A wide, rough-edged opening in the three-meter-high border fence that surrounded the village marked the passage into the “East;” seconds later, a colorful wooden crucifix on the left indicated that you had also entered the Catholic Eichsfeld.

The village of Kella, like the Eichsfeld region of which it is a part, has a long history as a borderland (Map 1). In fact, it has been a village on many borders. Over the past two hundred years, the boundary line on which Kella is situated has delineated not only East and West but also Prussia and Hesse, Thuringia and Hesse, Catholic and Protestant, and the Eichsfeld and a variety of states and principalities (Figures 1 and 2). Fluctuations in this multilayered and shifting boundary have influenced many aspects of the community’s history, economy, and social landscape. As I discuss at various points in the book, these multiple boundaries—regional, religious, territorial, national—are also an important part of a local identifying narrative.

The first mention of Kella in the public record dates back to 1141. The village name reportedly stems from the old German Këla, meaning valley or ravine, and alludes to the community’s location at the foothills of the eastern Hessian mountains. The locality’s history is closely tied to that of the Eichsfeld, a rural area nestled between the Harz mountains to the north and the Thuringian basin to the south. From the twelfth century until 1803, the Eichsfeld was a principality governed by the archbishop of Mainz; as an ecclesiastical territory, the region remained a Catholic enclave after the territories surrounding it became Protestant during the Reformation.2 Its territorial borders thus became cultural boundaries as a sense of beleaguered religious isolation shaped a regional identity of the Eichsfelders. This cultural, religious, and, to some extent, economic separation from its neighbors continued after the region came under Prussian control in 1803. In the aftermath of the defeat of Prussia by Napoleon and the Peace of Tilsit in 1807, the Eichsfeld spent a brief period under French rule as part of the newly formed Kingdom of Westphalia. It returned to Prussian rule in 1813 until the redrawing of boundaries at the Congress of Vienna in 1815 divided the Eichsfeld between Hanover and Prussia. Kella, in the southwestern corner of the Eichsfeld, bordered Hesse and remained under Prussian control. The Eichsfeld remained divided until Prussia annexed both Hanover and Hesse, along with several other states, after the Austro-Prussian War in 1866. Although partitioned into different administrative districts, the Eichsfeld as a geographical, religious, and cultural region remained united under different German states for the next eighty years.
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Map 1. The Eichsfeld.
(Cartography by the University of Minnesota Cartography Laboratory)
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The bonds between villages in the northern Eichsfeld, forged by centuries of common interest, religious unity, trade, and intermarriage, were ruptured after 1945, when the boundary between East and West Germany was drawn through the northwestern part of the region. Using the boundaries of prewar administrative districts, the Allied powers divided the country into four zones of occupation. Like the East-West border near Kella that was also the boundary of the Eichsfeld as well as a demarcation between the lands of Thuringia and Hesse before the war, many of these boundaries corresponded to earlier lines of division drawn during the various treaties of the nineteenth century. The division of the Eichsfeld after the war was especially devastating to the area because nearly one-half of the eastern Eichsfeld was located in the Sperrgebiet, thus making it inaccessible to the majority of Eichsfeld residents. As we shall see in the next chapter, villages in this zone, especially those like Kella within the even more restricted 500-meter Schutzstreifen, were subject to particularly strict surveillance and control by the East German regime.

[image: image]

Figures 1 and 2. Old boundary stones of Prussia (left) and the GDR (right) along the same borderline near Kella. (Photographs by the author)

Much of Eichsfeld history, memory, and local identity is thus ordered through a notion of boundaries. There are the border (the Grenze, or former inter-German border), the Sperrgebiet and Schutzstreifen boundaries, the Protestant-Catholic boundaries of the Eichsfeld enclave, and linguistic boundaries. These linguistic distinctions denote a local Eichsfeld dialect separate from the surrounding region as well as a boundary within the Eichsfeld that differentiates a Low German from a Thuringian dialect.3 The latter linguistic boundary runs southeast of the former east- west border and historically distinguished the “upper Eichsfeld” from the “lower Eichsfeld,” a distinction alluding to geological elevation. The border of 1815 (and later of 1945, which ran along the same line) shifted the boundary between the upper and lower Eichsfeld north, where it is today. This historical distinction corresponds to an enduring economic inequality between the two Eichsfelds resulting from the richer, more fertile soil of the lower Eichsfeld—a gap that was widened by the region’s division into the capitalist West and socialist East.

POSTWAR KELLA

As many older villagers are apt to remind the younger generation, Kella fell on the eastern side of the border through an accident of history. The village, along with several other regions of Thuringia, was first occupied by American troops in April 1945. Following an agreement between the Allied powers on June 5,1945, the United States and Britain traded their occupied parts of Saxony, Thuringia, and Mecklenburg for regions of Berlin. On July 1, the American troops left Kella; five days later, Russian troops arrived, and the village became part of the Soviet occupation zone. “They traded us off for Berlin,” villagers say.

Like many large-scale historical processes, these shifts were manifested locally and specifically through their instantiation in particular events and individuals. World War II and National Socialist rule in Kella were experienced, among other things, in the loss of forty-one young men in battle; a few regional Nazi party members who lacked broad support among the local population; struggles with the state over freedom of religious expression; the bombing of Kassel 60 miles away in 1943, which reportedly shook village window panes; the bombing of the Eschwege airstrip in 1944, which claimed the life of a local father of five; the influx of war refugees, which reached its peak at 200 evacuees housed in village homes during the winter of 1944/1945; and the downing of two German fighter planes near Kella on April 2, 1945, the pilots of which are buried in the village cemetery. The end of the war was signaled by the arrival of American troops in Kella, as reflected in the following account written by a thirteen-year-old girl in September 1945. The Americans arrived in Kella on April 8, the Sunday after Easter and the day of Kella’s annual first communion celebrations.

When mass was over and we were on our way home, we saw a white flag up on Braunrode. I said to mother: “Who could that be?” And mother said: “That’s certainly nobody from Kella!” And she was right, because we learned that one of the evacuated women from Cologne, along with her father, had gathered the courage to head out carrying a white flag.

There was much excitement when we got home, but I thought without really thinking, that it was somehow fitting that the Americans should come the Sunday after Easter. Just as I was going to look in on my sick brother I heard a woman in the street yelling, “The Americans are coming! The Americans are coming!” Mother said: “I’m going to look from upstairs to see if it’s true.” As she looked out the window, she saw an American standing below. She was frightened as she came down the stairs and yelled, “Get dressed, they’re already standing down below!” Then an American came inside and said [in broken German]: “[Have] no fear. Everything [is being handled] at the mayor’s.” We started to cry right when we saw the strange soldiers, because we all thought the village would be set on fire and ransacked. We also realized that we had lost the war.4

This image of emerging from the church to see American troops standing on the Braunrode hill appears frequently in residents’ accounts of the end of the war. During the two months of American occupation, still referred to locally in typical GDR terminology as the period “when the Americans first liberated us,” the village housed between 6 and 150 troops.5

The transfer of the region from American to Soviet control was also noted initially in the movement of troops. On July 1, 1945, the Americans suddenly left Kella. Two days later, without notice or explanation, access to Eschwege was barricaded. For the next several days, American troops fortified the new border, reportedly shooting at anyone who attempted to cross illegally. The unrest generated by these actions, coupled with the news that the region had been transferred to Soviet control, led to a sudden increase in people attempting to flee eastern Germany. Kella and the surrounding region were inundated with refugees, as the priest’s 1946 chronicle describes: “There was much unrest in the village. All at once many strangers appeared. Evacuees wanted to get over the border quickly—mothers to their children and children to their mothers. . . . One could hear many a groan [of exhaustion] at the foot of the Silberklippe and see many anxious faces scurrying through the bushes.” On July 6, five days after the Americans’ departure, Soviet troops arrived in Kella. Shortly thereafter, a Soviet commander attempted to allay villagers’ fears of Soviet occupation by calling a community meeting. According to the priest’s chronicle, the officer announced: “We may be in power here, but we don’t intend to oppress and we will leave the church in freedom.” Several homes along one village street were emptied to house the fifty newly arrived Soviet soldiers.

Despite the commanding officer’s assurances, however, the border quickly became increasingly fortified through stricter Soviet surveillance and curfews, the establishment of official border crossings, and the construction of sentry boxes and underground bunkers at control checkpoints. Because the densely forested hills surrounding the village made surveillance of the border difficult, the operating borderline was drawn at the base of the woods. As Kella’s priest wrote in his 1946 chronicle: “Our Stations of the Cross fell into ‘foreign territory.’ . . . Kella had become a border village.”6

ECONOMY

Throughout much of its history, economic development in the Eichsfeld was hindered by the region’s distance from its ruling electorate in Mainz, a problem that was compounded by the frequent boundary changes and political affiliations after the end of ecclesiastical control during the nineteenth century. As in the rest of the Eichsfeld, Kella’s economy was largely supported until the mid-nineteenth century by small-scale agricultural production and, from the seventeenth through the nineteenth centuries, by cottage industries, particularly spinning and weaving.7 The unique lime soil surrounding Kella was especially fertile for fruit trees; efficient use of the land as both an orchard and a grazing pasture for sheep enabled many villagers to earn a living close to home. The tradition of partible inheritance, however, which was practiced throughout the Eichsfeld for centuries, had substantially reduced the size of family property holdings; by the early nineteenth century it was difficult for most Eichsfelders to earn a living from the land. Economic circumstances of the local population worsened throughout the nineteenth century after the Industrial Revolution displaced the once prosperous local textile production in the Eichsfeld. Many residents of Kella, together with people from throughout the region, were forced by economic necessity to seek work elsewhere.8 Many villagers were able to find employment in nearby Hesse, often taking away work from the Hessian population because Eichsfelders were willing to work for lower wages. Others were forced to seek work through seasonal migration. Leaving at Easter and returning in the fall for Kirmes, men from the Eichsfeld, including many from Kella, earned their livings as masons in the Rhineland or as laborers in the brickyards of most German industrial cities; in the winter, many found work in the sugar factories of Saxony. Although less common, women from Kella (usually unmarried) also found work as seasonal agricultural laborers in Magdeburg or as day laborers in Hesse. The opening in 1911 of a small cigar factory in Kella, a typical Eichsfeld industry, enabled many local women to find work close to home. For many villagers, however, the economic need for seasonal work continued into the twentieth century: in 1924, for example, more than 25 percent of the working-age population in Kella earned a living as migrant laborers (Müller and others 1966: 11).

During the period of National Socialist rule and World War II, most women in Kella continued to work in the local cigar factory until production was halted in the final war years. Men who were too old for military service found employment in nearby Eschwege. The jobs generated by Hitler’s war machine, including street and Autobahn construction as well as work at the Eschwege airstrip, were a welcome relief not only from the mass unemployment of the Weimar period but also from the many years and generations of migrant labor throughout the Eichsfeld’s history.

As part of the socialist state’s campaign to industrialize the Eichsfeld and thereby end its plight as the “poor house of Prussia,” several industries were established in the region after the advent of socialist rule. Kella’s village economy was principally supported by two of these local industries until 1989. The local cigar factory was reopened in 1953 under the direction of the state-owned VEB Gildemann Dingelstädt and provided work for fifty women from Kella. In 1966, the facility was taken over by the VEB Kleinmetalwerk Heiligenstadt for the production of suspender clips. Approximately eighty women, more than half of the working-age women in Kella, assembled clips here until the factory closed in the spring of 1991. A toy factory in the neighboring village of Pfaffschwende (three kilometers from Kella) opened in 1955; the vertical organization of its production line employed more than one-third of working-age adults in Kella as draftspeople, toolmakers, masons, mechanics, bookkeepers, cooks, or assembly line workers. It, too, dismissed nearly all of its employees during the course of my fieldwork. Other villagers worked on the regional collective farm, and a few commuted thirty kilometers to Heiligenstadt, the regional center and seat of the Kreis (district).9 Most of these jobs also disappeared after the collapse of socialist rule.

The rapidly increasing unemployment rate in the former GDR was thus reflected in Kella: during the period of my research, nearly every household had at least one member without work, usually a woman. Despite this relatively high unemployment rate, however, Kella was able to escape the worst of the economic crisis that hit the former GDR after re-unification. Owing to its close proximity to the West, many villagers were able to find employment in western Germany, usually in the nearby town of Eschwege. Within two years of the Wende, more than half of the men and many of the younger women had found work in the West. Aided by their training in masonry and extensive construction projects made possible by the federal government–subsidized efforts to “rebuild” East Germany after re-unification, the vast majority of village men employed in the West worked in construction. Women, who were primarily hired as part-time workers, worked as office assistants, as store clerks, or in housekeeping.

In many respects, these one-sided border crossings from East to West have entailed a resumption of economic ties that existed before the establishment of the border between East and West Germany in 1945, when many locals worked, shopped, or sold their wares in Hesse. Residents of Kella and its neighboring villages go to Eschwege to shop, to visit relatives, and to work once again for lower wages—not as Eichsfelders now but as Ossis.

DECEMBER 1990

In 1990, a border crossing from West to East was most quickly and richly apparent to the senses.10 The brown coal emissions from every chimney in the village, mixed with the oily blue exhaust of Trabants, the poorly built, slow, small, boxy automobiles owned by most East Germans, produced a very distinctive odor. The brownish haze that hovered over the village, trapped by the surrounding hills, confirmed visually what the olfactory senses had already perceived. As throughout eastern Germany, this “GDR air” was largely responsible for the dirty, graying stucco that covered many of the buildings in the community, not to mention the reportedly related health problems (bronchitis, asthma, migraines) of the local population.

Kella sounded different, too. Many of these sounds emanated from the patterns of village life: the clucking of chickens, the bleating of sheep, the occasional terrified squeal of a pig headed to slaughter. In December 1990, most households still maintained some form of small-scale agricultural production, a leftover from life under socialism when such production had been necessary to ensure adequate supplies for household consumption as well as to fulfill prescribed amounts of eggs, poultry, or pork set by the latest five-year state plan. “Bio-hens,” as local chickens came to be called by villagers who liked to poke fun at West German organic-food terminology, spent their days mingling on the village soccer field; at night they would return to their respective homes. Sheep, whose wool commanded a decent price in the GDR, spent their time in the barn behind the family home or grazing under the cherry or apple trees in a household garden plot.

Other sounds in Kella, and the habitual practices they generated, were more distinctly East German. The noise of spluttering Trabants could be heard from afar, giving most villagers enough time to make it to a window, peer out from behind lace curtains, and ascertain, as well as comment on, its driver and passengers. This practice was largely a product of forty years of life in a Schutzstreifengemeinde, people told me, when knowledge of villagers’ comings and goings was not only the work of various agents of state control but also part of the social control that is frequently part of life in a small community; in Kella such social control was intensified by the village’s enforced isolation. A local sense of sound was often so well developed that people could not only tell the difference between a Trabi (the nickname for a Trabant), a Wartburg, or a Lada (the range of automobile possibilities in the GDR) but could also make distinctions among them and thus identify individual automobiles. For some, the influx of western automobiles after the Wende was confusing, causing them to abandon this taxonomy of sounds; for others, it was an opportunity to expand their repertoire and thus adapt to a new range of possibilities and their corresponding social distinctions as the status and value of eastern automobiles plummeted.
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Figure 3. The loudspeaker that was part of the village public-address system used during socialist rule; behind it is one of the community bulletin boards that replaced the public-address system in 1991. (Photograph by the author)

On any given weekday, but usually on Friday mornings, echoes of the village public-address system could also be heard on most street corners in Kella (Figure 3). Despite being renovated shortly before the Wende, the sound quality of the system was relatively poor. In order to alert residents of the coming announcements, music too distorted to even identify would typically blast for several minutes out of the cone-shaped speakers mounted on narrow poles. This would be followed by a clearer (although not always audible) voice of one of the women employed in the mayor’s office relaying information about garbage pickup, recycling drop-offs, village council meetings, mayoral office hours, or gatherings of local voluntary associations and clubs. Even in chilly weather, the distinctive sounds of this public-address system would bring people out of their homes, providing an occasion to gather, visit, and exchange information. On bitterly cold days, when people would lean out of their windows to hear the announcements, it provided an opportunity for brief, face-to-face contact and exchange of neighborly greetings. An important source of local knowledge, it was through the village public-address system that most residents learned of the dissolution of the Sperrgebiet on November 10, 1989.

In December 1990, the village landscape contained evidence of Kella’s past interspersed with glimpses of an anticipated future (Map 2). The peeling brown stucco and faded yellow sign (“Goods for Everyday Needs”) on Kella’s only store, a branch of the Konsum retail chain in its last days of management by the state trade organization, contrasted sharply with the colorful advertisements and western products in its windows (Figure 4).11 The bright yellow telephone booth just a block away, which had been installed after the Wende and contained a notice announcing its connection to West German lines—a point of pride as much as information—similarly not only contrasted with the gray and brown houses that surrounded it but also recalled the phoneless households of nearly all village residents. The once inaccessible chapel on the border, elegantly and efficiently restored less than half a year after the fall of the Wall, reflected the hopes and promises of progress to come.

At the end of 1990, the local suspender-clips factory was still in operation. As in other areas of the former GDR, women were working fewer hours and employees over the age of fifty had been ushered into early retirement; but those with work were grateful for employment. The Pfaffschwende toy factory, too, was still in operation when I arrived in 1990, although an aura of uncertainty surrounded its future as well. “Who knows how much longer it will go on,” was a frequent utterance in relation to both factories, reflecting a sense of collective anxiety after the loss of the guaranteed employment enjoyed in the GDR. Other villagers were still employed on the regional collective farm, and several continued commuting to Heiligenstadt. A few local women also worked in the state kindergarten and day-care facilities, housed in the recently completed community building that was also home to a local post office branch and a hair salon. A few steps from this centrally located community building was the village pub. Run by a local family and administered by the same trade organization as the local store, the pub was patronized almost exclusively by village men, including a group of regulars.

[image: image]

Map 2. Kella. (Cartography by the University of Minnesota Cartography Laboratory)
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Figure 4. The village Konsum store, featuring the faded GDR logo, “Goods for Everyday Needs,” which contrasts with colorful new emblems of western consumer goods, 1991. (Photograph by the author)

The local pub, the community building, and the Konsum store were all in the village center, the part of Kella to which people still allude when they say they are going “into the village,” even if they live less than a block away. Other landmarks of community life, located in the hills surrounding this village center, included a cultural center, whose large hall has long been the site of most village festivals and celebrations; two soccer fields, neither of which was in use in 1990 because the local soccer team had dissolved immediately following the Wende; and ecclesiastical buildings like the village church built in 1752, the Schwesternhaus (nuns’ home), and the chapel between the fences. Two bus stops, one at the eastern entrance to Kella and the other near the main village soccer field, were the spots where many began and concluded their school or work days. In 1990, there was still regular bus service to Heiligenstadt and several villages along the way, including Pfaffschwende, where children from Kella attended school.

Also nestled in these hills are most of the village’s 150 houses. Ranging from older, timbered homes to recently completed two-family dwellings, most houses in Kella border directly on the street. During my stay in the village, the private space of the household was most frequently demarcated by a fenced enclosure; to reach the front door of homes, one typically had to enter first through a heavy gate and then cross a courtyard separating living quarters from a barn or shed (Figure 5). In 1990, the intimate spheres of these village homes were usually being shared by several generations. Like many living quarters in socialist eastern Europe, domestic spaces in Kella had what Slavenka Drakulic has described as “the strange ability to divide and multiply” (1991: 82). Although the village population was always in gradual decline throughout the socialist period,12 there was, as elsewhere in the GDR, always a shortage of living quarters—a problem compounded in Kella by the fact that building permits for new homes were more difficult to obtain in the Schutzstreifen than in other areas in the GDR. People thus creatively manipulated and reshaped space, turning one room into two, an attic into a small apartment, a bathroom into a kitchen.

In December 1990, many of these buildings in Kella appeared unfinished to a western eye, including mine. Like many houses throughout the former GDR, these homes were lacking stucco, something that was particularly difficult to obtain during the period of socialist rule. I soon came to appreciate, however, that the rough, richly textured outside walls of these homes reflected not only the realities of an economy of shortage but also the care, effort, and resourcefulness that went into securing and creatively piecing together diverse shapes and sizes of building materials, often over a period of several years (Figure 6). Such creativity, I would come to learn, was not limited to the building of homes but was reflected in a range of daily practices both during and after the period of socialist rule.
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Figure 5. Typical organization of a Kella house, courtyard, barn, and grounds, 1990. (Drafting by the University of Minnesota Cartography Laboratory)
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Figure 6. A house in Kella, photographed in 1991, in which the layering of bricks reflects scarce building materials patiently acquired and creatively assembled over time. (Photograph by the author)

In December 1990, most of the local institutions that provided the fabric of daily life in the village were on the brink of dissolution, extinction, or, at least, transformation. By the time I left Kella two years later, most had disappeared. Except for a few remaining employees of the toy factory in Pfaffschwende, nearly all residents had changed or lost their jobs. Both the state-sponsored day-care center and kindergarten had closed due to lack of funds and declining enrollments of children whose unemployed mothers no longer needed child-care services.13 The local pub had also closed, replaced shortly thereafter by a family business run by former Communist Party members near the village’s western entrance. Survival of the village Konsum store, now under private ownership, was threatened as villagers were lured by the wider selection and lower prices of western discount stores in Eschwege. The still-functioning public-address system had been replaced by community bulletin boards, thus supplanting the simultaneous collective experience of local news with individual responsibility for the latest community announcements (Figure 3). Face-to-face interaction similarly declined through the installation of telephones in every village home; no longer was the single yellow telephone booth the only line of communication to the outside world.
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Figure 7. In one of many home and village “beautification” projects, photographed in 1992, a local worker finishes the renovation of a house facade with newly available building materials. (Photograph by the author)

Like many areas of the former GDR, Kella often felt like a giant construction site. Roads were torn up in order to install cables for television and telephones; streets were newly paved; houses were whitened by stucco or paint; facades of community buildings were renovated; and new communal spaces like walking trails, park benches, and green areas were created through make-work projects sponsored by the state or by the newly founded local Heimatverein. By the time I left in 1992, the feel of the village had changed. The experience of abrupt transition from West to East was dramatically reduced after the border crossing near Kella was paved in the fall of 1991. Similarly, the distinctive smell of “GDR air” had dissipated as Trabis became a second automobile for most families (usually relegated to the wife) and as brown-coal ovens were replaced with more prestigious and environmentally sound oil heating. With the widespread availability of quality meats, few families were still slaughtering their own pigs for domestic consumption; the sounds of bleating sheep and squealing pigs faded as barn stalls were renovated to make room for a garage for a western automobile or to create additional living space for an expanding family. On returning for a visit a year after settling in West Germany in 1991, one young woman exclaimed: “I don’t even recognize my Heimat!” The consequences of these dramatic changes, as well as what happened in between, is the subject of the remainder of this book.









	2

	Publicity, Secrecy, and the
Politics of Everyday Life







Even more than in other regions of the GDR, the state was a constant and highly visible presence in Kella. Because of its immediate proximity to the border between East and West Germany, sirens, army jeeps, border guards, and watch towers were part of daily life (Figure 8). A “signal fence,” armed with an optical and acoustic alarm system as well as multiple rows of barbed wire, ran directly behind many village homes and gardens. Curfew was usually set at 11 P.M., but during periods of especially strict state control people had to be back in the village by sundown. In a culture of surveillance where everyone owned binoculars, border guards watched residents, residents watched border guards, western relatives peered down into the village from the hilltop “window to Kella” in search of the familiar, and villagers looked eagerly, though cautiously, through their lenses to see whether distant visitors were people they recognized. The presence of state structures was so internalized by people living here, in fact, that a year after the Wall fell some people were still taking their feet off their automobile accelerators or reaching for their identity cards while approaching the site where a barrier and control point for the Schutzstreifen used to be.
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Figure 8. The two border fences that surrounded Kella and the no-man’s-land between them, 1989. The hills, including this hilltop, known locally as the Silberklippe, mark the actual former geopolitical boundary between East and West Germany as well as multiple historical boundaries, including that of the Catholic Eichsfeld. At the lower tree line is a road made of concrete slabs used for surveillance jeeps. (Photograph courtesy of Gisela Lange)

Despite the state’s high visibility—in which certain rules and the consequences of breaking them were well known—much of the regime remained an enigma. With its actions (and some actors) shrouded in secrecy and with its seemingly arbitrary use of power, the state was able to sustain a mystique of the unknown. This sense of secrecy not only created a space in which people sought to determine “the boundaries of the possible” (Geyer n.d.); it also endowed the regime with an almost super-natural quality. The state and its actions became something people had to interpret, and the regime derived power from the way in which it was interpreted, enacted, even resisted. The interplay between above and below, between the known and the unknown, between the state and its citizens was crucial in sustaining the socialist system in East Germany.

My principal aim in this chapter is to explore how the regime was affirmed and contested in everyday practice by focusing on the experiences of residents of Kella under socialism. Viewing the state not as a thing but as a set “of social processes and relations,” in this chapter I attempt to provide what Katherine Verdery has called “an ethnography of the state” (1996: 209).1 I begin by examining daily routines and practices of the socialist state, including institutions and organizations that formed the microfoundations of power in everyday interaction, and I note the degrees of complicity and conformity such interaction entailed. Of particular relevance is the way in which these institutions, and individual participation in them, contributed to an “affirmation of the regime through controlled dissent” (Geyer n.d.). I suggest the German term Zwischenraum (space between) as a concept to describe the space between the parameters of the known, in which people negotiated the limits of the posible and, in so doing, helped define them. This notion of a Zwischenraum, with its spatial implications and connotations of interstitiality, obviously shares certain affinities with the borderland metaphor employed throughout the book; yet it is also distinct from this metaphor (hence my choice of a different term) because of its relationship to a dynamic of state power.2 Certain everyday practices, I argue, often emerging from this interstitial space, invested the state with an idealized power and knowledge—an imagined omniscience based on the state’s omnipresence.

MICROFOUNDATIONS OF POWER

Kella is a place where people tend to describe themselves as “simple workers,” “simple folk,” or “good Catholics.” Until the Wende, the majority of its residents were factory or construction workers. As part of the Eichsfeld region, Kella remained devoutly Catholic despite the socialist state’s attempts to root out religion in the GDR. When church services were prohibited in Kella in 1953 and 1954, for example, villagers walked ten kilometers every Sunday to attend mass in a neighboring village outside the Schutzstreifen. Church services in Kella resumed after that, and except for prominent SED members, who were strongly discouraged by the party from going to church, people were free to attend. Although the state had succumbed to popular demand regarding religious practices, it symbolically conveyed its ultimate authority on the issue: a pilgrimage chapel overlooking the village, completed after the end of World War II, fell into the no-man’s-land between the fences and was inaccessible for more than thirty years (Figure 9).
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Figure 9. Kella’s chapel between the fences on a hilltop behind the village, 1985. Separated from Kella by the alarm fence, the chapel fell into the no-man’s-land and was inaccessible to villagers for years. (Photograph courtesy of Gisela Lange)

This strong Catholic tradition formed much of the basis for opposition to the regime in Kella. Viewing the Christian and socialist doctrines as incompatible, people refused to join the Communist Party on religious grounds. “The SED was an atheist party,” one woman explained, “anyone who joined was considered scum of the earth.” Whereas among the general population in East Germany one in every five adults was a party member (Jarausch 1994: 35), fewer than 6 percent of Kella’s residents joined the party, and less than half of these were natives of the village. Parents also objected to the state initiation ceremony, Jugendweihe, for religious reasons. Intended as a secular equivalent to the Catholic first communion or Protestant confirmation, the Jugendweihe was a socialist rite of passage in which fourteen-year-olds were asked to swear allegiance to socialist state; around 97 percent of young East Germans participated (Smith 1985: 72). Despite persistent efforts of party officials in Kella—including special sessions of village council meetings, pressure by teachers on students in school, and home visits to parents—minutes of the village council indicate that Jugendweihe participation rarely exceeded 50 percent.

This is not to suggest that residents of Kella successfully avoided compliance with the regime, but rather that the church was a pocket of dissent here to which the state was, to some extent, willing to concede. By permitting a certain degree of dissent in this area—and granting it the semblance of resistance—the state was more effectively able to permeate and control other spheres of daily life. Through a multitude of political organizations and practices (often under the thinly veiled guise of social groups), the regime was able to involve many individuals in its operations.

In addition to the largely obligatory membership in work brigades, the trade union, the German-Soviet Friendship League, and, for young people, the Free German Youth (Freie Deutsche Jugend [FDJ]), residents voluntarily joined mass organizations like the Civil Defense Club, the Democratic Women’s Federation (Demokratischer Frauenbund Deutschlands [DFD]), the German Red Cross, the People’s Solidarity League for senior citizens, and the volunteer fire department. The quarterly meetings of these groups were largely social in nature, but never free of ideological content. As in other socialist states, the function of these mass organizations was to convey the party program to target groups; Lenin had once called them “transmission belts between the party and the masses” (in Kornai 1992: 40).3

To supplement the mass organizations, more than twenty men from the village were involved in the regional Kampfgruppe, or People’s Militia, complete with its own arsenal and commanders, which was instituted throughout the GDR after the June 1953 uprising to prevent any future riots. Another thirty residents were members of the village council, and additional membership in subcommittees increased the number of villagers engaged in local politics. All in all, such organizations were successful in involving nearly one-half of the adult population (about one member per household) in state activities and functions. Much of village social life in Kella was, then, inseparable from the state.

The workings of a centralized or “rational redistributive” economy (Konrad and Szelenyi 1979) also penetrated nearly every sphere of daily life. On the one hand were the empty store shelves and the hours spent in food lines, reminders of the constant shortage of consumer goods; on the other hand, the continuing pressure to fulfill production norms.4 In addition to these production norms, for which posters covered factory walls and work units were rewarded through party-organized production rituals, residents in rural areas like Kella were obligated to fulfill work requirements for the local agricultural collective as well as quotas from private agricultural production; people were required to submit prescribed quantities of vegetables, eggs, poultry, and pork to the state.5 Similarly, male residents of Kella were regularly enlisted in voluntary weekend work brigades to assist in community construction projects. Such “seizures of time” by the state, represented especially by shortages of goods and the resulting queues, entail what Verdery has aptly called the “etatization of time,” a “time tax” that served to both enhance and display state power through the appropriation of citizens’ time (1996).

Of utmost importance in the border regions was the Ordnung und Sicherheit der Grenze (order and security of the border), and the state was remarkably successful in coopting individuals to maintain it. When the border first became impermeable in 1952, villagers were employed to build a ten-meter-wide patrol strip. All residents were thereafter required to ask “outsiders” appearing in Kella to identify themselves; any person without the proper identification and pass was considered to be in violation of the Grenzordnung (order of the border) and was supposed to be reported immediately. A mayor’s speech in 1967 boasted that 60 percent of all arrests on the border that year were made by citizens themselves.

Although such figures were most likely embellished for senior state authorities, I was told of several incidents of citizen’s arrests. Some of these were inadvertent: a school class, for example, that pointed and giggled at an unfamiliar couple crouching in the bushes was later awarded medals for preventing an escape. Many citizens reported activities out of fear or suspicion that the outsider was a Stasi (state security) agent sent to test villagers’ compliance. In one instance I was told that a resident confronted a strange man walking back and forth so close to the border fence that the villager figured he had to be an agent. On asking the man for identification, the villager discovered he was Karl Eduard von Schnitzler, host of the infamous television show Der schwarze Kanal (The Black Channel) and for thirty years the GDR’s leading antiwestern propagandist. Although this resident had done his duty, he was more concerned about what he had revealed by not recognizing the television host: not only that he did not watch von Schnitzler’s show but also that he probably watched only western television and might thus be subject to closer scrutiny.

A variety of agents and institutions were responsible for boundary maintenance. Until a few years before the Wende, a full-time policeman (Abschnittsbevollmächtiger [ABV]) was stationed in Kella. The “local sheriff,” as villagers called him, worked closely with the border police and the mayor to ensure the Ordnung und Sicherheit der Grenze. He was also a main source of information about Kella and its residents for Kreis officials, an agent of communication with the mysterious power of the state. Residents were never sure about the nature of his activities and duties. As a state bureaucrat, an ostensibly devoted communist, and an “outsider” (no villager ever served as an ABV), the village policeman was perceived as a known evil. People watched what they said when he was around.

Border police were draftees as well as career officers in the national army (Nationale Volksarmee [NVA]). Housed in army barracks in a neighboring village, border guards (Grenzer) were drawn from far outside the region in order to prevent locals from becoming familiar with the structure and operations of the border. Their interaction with residents occurred daily at checkpoints, through binoculars from a guard tower, from an army jeep on its hourly border patrol, and even at the local bar or village festivals. Depending on the time of day and the level of border security (which was heightened whenever a “violation of the order of the border” occurred), between two and eight border guards would be present in the village at all times. Despite their obvious embodiment of state authority, border police were rarely targets of villagers’ animosity. As one woman explained:

During the first years when the army was still voluntary, the relations between people and border guards were bad. . . . Mother always said, “Never go out with a Grenzer.” But when the army became mandatory for all men, relations between people and the guards improved. Everyone knew it could be their own son, that they couldn’t help it that they had to serve on the border. Mother sometimes brought them drinks or a slice of bread. We even brought the ones at the checkpoint chocolate for Christmas.

Despite friendly relations, however, girls were still cautioned against marrying a border guard. Although residents felt a certain empathy for the guards—as they, too, were being required to acquiesce at some level—a certain distance remained.

Much policing of citizens by other citizens was done by villagers themselves. Referred to as Grenzhelfer (border-guard helpers) and Volks-polizeihelfer (People’s Police helpers), these residents patrolled the strip along the border fence (streifenlaufen), assisted at control checkpoints, and were supposed to report any unusual activities or strangers in the area. The twenty-six men who served as such helpers wore special armbands and were thus identifiable, as opposed to the more extreme form of self-policing, Stasi informants, who to this day remain unknown in Kella.6

Residents with certain occupations were frequently sought out to fulfill more informal duties of self-policing. Unbeknownst to most residents of Kella, for example, was the fact that the local bus driver, who transported more than half the village population to their workplaces in Pfaffschwende or Heiligenstadt, was required to give guards at the control checkpoint to Kella a signal when a nonresident was aboard. According to one former party member, this kind of cooperation was essential in maintaining the Grenzordnung and helped keep Kella’s statistical average for “escapes” (Republikflucht) comparatively low.

The reasons people give today for having joined various state organizations vary. In one unusual case, a man who had been a border guard elsewhere claimed he had enjoyed that duty so much that he continued it as a Grenzhelfer in Kella. Others simply appreciated the supplemental monthly allowance for their work as a Volkspolizeihelfer or Grenzhelfer, while some insist they did it out of good intentions—the “lesser evil defense” (Rosenberg 1995)—to protect villagers from someone who may have exercised power maliciously. Many felt forced into compliance, although the perceived gradations of compulsory versus voluntary participation are wide-ranging. I was frequently told that people became active in one organization, like the Civil Defense Club, in order to avoid being pressured into joining others.

Village activities and organizations thus ranged from officially prescribed, formally sanctioned but voluntary, compensated and uncompensated, to merely tolerated, and proscribed. As individuals struggled to make their peace with the system, they were confronted with choices, disagreed with each other about their decisions, experienced changes in their circumstances and aspirations, and often made conflicting statements about their own view of specific events and issues. In what follows, I focus on a few individuals whose histories illustrate particular degrees and measures of responsibility and complicity; the stories also show the way in which such particulars were a critical aspect of daily life in the GDR.

When I first met Thorsten Müller, a mason in his midtwenties, one of the first things I learned about him was that he had not taken part in the Jugendweihe ceremony. His former school classmate was showing me her photograph album when he joined us, and, on seeing pictures of her Jugendweihe, he joked with her about how he had not been lured into the ceremony by the promise of a trip to Hungary, as she had been. His refusal to participate was due partly to the influence of his Catholic parents, he later admitted, but at the time of our first meeting it was presented as his decision. Using a slight physical disability as an excuse, Thorsten was also able to avoid mandatory military education for males in the ninth and tenth grades. He was not, however, exempted from the compulsory eighteen months of military service. Later, after he had started working in the nearby toy factory, he became active in the FDJ, motivated largely by the hope of winning a much-coveted FDJ-sponsored trip abroad. At about this time, he also became a member of the local Kampfgruppe, but he feels he was pressured into joining. “Sometimes you had little choice about things,” he explained. “I was called into the factory office and asked to join the Kampfgruppe. When I said no they said I’d have to join the reserves. I still refused, but a week later I received a notice drafting me into the reserves in Berlin, so I joined the Kampfgruppe in order to stay at home.” He remains convinced that this series of events was orchestrated by party officials in the factory, including his own brother-in-law.

Despite his involvement in these state organizations, Thorsten views himself as free of responsibility for having participated in the system in any way. Using categories similar to those described to me by several villagers, he explained that people who had participated were either “red” or “very red.” “Red were those who joined the party in order to get ahead in their careers, to study what they wanted, or to practice a hobby,” he said, citing as examples the names of several men from Kella who had joined the party in order to be permitted to hunt. “Very red were those who really participated: party officials, Stasi, those who went willingly to [state-sponsored] demonstrations—everyone who really believed in the system.” One measure of complicity Thorsten frequently referred to, as did many villagers, was church attendance. According to Thorsten, party members who attended church fell into the “red” category and were thus viewed as hypocritical; the “really reds” demonstrated their genuine convictions by refusing to attend. While many villagers disapproved of these individuals leaving the church, ironically these “really red,” who after the Wende were willing to “stand by their past,” enjoy more respect in the community than do former party members who now disavow themselves from any involvement.

One of the few “really reds” is Werner Schmidt. As the leader of the Kampfgruppe, head of the trade union and assistant mayor, he was an especially prominent party member in the village. He comes from a family with an unusual history of leftist political leanings: his father, the first mayor in Kella under the communist regime, is remembered for having said as a young man, even before the war, that his “gaze was directed toward Moscow.” Werner recalls fondly the excitement he felt in the early years of the GDR: “I must admit there were things that we youths liked back then. Many of us were really excited about building the so-called new Germany.” He attended the first national meeting of the FDJ in Berlin, became a party member at the age of nineteen, voluntarily joined the army for three years, and returned to Kella to become active in local politics. Although his wife is a devout church member, Werner rarely attended mass and finally left the church officially in 1984. He personally never saw a contradiction between church and party membership, but he felt forced out of the church by both sides:

I was born here, was baptized here, went to my first holy communion in April 1945, just like everyone else . . . and I never saw any conflict in attending church on Sundays. But I couldn’t, because I was a party member. . . . I often sensed that many faithful churchgoers would say that all SED members—all the “reds,” as one says today—those are bad people. You know, I have never counted myself among the bad people!

Now in his fifties, Werner and his family were the first to open a private restaurant in the village—nicknamed affectionately by villagers “the Red Ox,” “the Red Star,” or “the Kremlin” because of the family’s “red” past. As we sat in his restaurant one Sunday afternoon, he explained why he refuses to be ashamed of his past:

Today some people are embarrassed or afraid to admit they once were in civil defense, or that they were a People’s Police helper in the former GDR, so they don’t want to mention it. Someone recently said to me here in the restaurant: “Hey, you were red, weren’t you?” And I replied, “Yes, of course. Do you really believe I would lie about my thirty-six years of party membership? To say I never really agreed with it? It would seem as though I were ashamed of it.” You know, I can stand by my past! After all, it’s what I lived through! . . . People say: “You were in the Kampfgruppe.” Of course I was in the Kampfgruppe, and for thirty years. Why should I lie about that? I can say this to anyone openly and to their face. And for each individual resolution passed by the village council or executive committee, my signature still stands today.

Werner maintains that he tried to use his position to improve life in the community. With his assistance and leadership, roads were paved, a sewage system was installed, a new community center was built, and the village cemetery was renovated. In his capacity as assistant mayor and head of the trade union, he strove to assist and support individual villagers. In one case he was able to help a teenager from the village, Martin Schneider, who, in a drunken stupor, had attempted to escape over the fence near Kella in 1983. In his effort to avoid damaging his prized western jeans given to him by a relative who had recently returned from a brief visit to West Germany, the youth had tossed them over the fence. Before he was ready to join his pants, however, he became overcome with fear of the potential deadly consequences of his actions. Martin hurried home, leaving the jeans on the western side of the fence. He was tried for attempted unlawful border crossing, sentenced to a year in prison, and prohibited from entering the Sperrgebiet, including his hometown of Kella, for three years. The language of the state’s written verdict reflected its ideology of the border: “For purposes of sentencing, it is essential to note that the defendant committed a serious offense against the state order. The permanent guarantee of the inviolability of the GDR border with the imperialist FRG [Federal Republic of Germany] is an unalterable necessity for securing peace in Europe and for the success of the principles of peaceful coexistence. The defendant disregarded this important protective function of the state border.” Through a series of letters and visits to state authorities, Werner was able to have the sentence cut in half. Although he had served as “social plaintiff” in the trial, he is still admired by many in the community for his intervention on Martin’s behalf.7

Werner is hardly aware of this respect and admiration from other members of the community, however. At the time of our conversations, he was mostly conscious of having been labeled “really red,” a category he felt had placed him in the same group as Stasi informants and corrupt party officials. Shortly after the Wende, his house, along with six others in the village, was the target of youth vandals who spray painted the facades in red with slanderous graffiti. Later, his name was forged by an unknown adversary in a letter to officials of the Treuhand (the state organization responsible for privatizing former GDR industries after reunification) in Erfurt denouncing fellow factory managers for communist sympathies and, in some cases, Stasi involvement. “Words can kill people, you know! Worse than with a weapon sometimes,” he said, raising an issue to which he would frequently return in our conversations. “You can’t just say, ‘Hey, you or you or you! Since you were a party member, you were also working for the Stasi.’ And you don’t even have to prove it, it’s that simple. This is a dangerous thing.”

Also disturbing to Werner was what he perceived to be a general devaluation of the GDR past by western Germany, exemplified by the portrayal of East German factories as “only inefficient and desolate,” the discrediting of the GDR educational system, including discussions about whether to honor East German diplomas, the condemnation of all aspects of the socialist system by the victors of the cold war, and above all, the frequent comparison of the East German to the Nazi regime: “Today there are attempts in the press to claim the GDR, in its forty years of existence, was worse than National Socialism. This just can’t be done! National Socialism declared war on the world, it cost 50 million people their lives! . . . This isn’t how you overcome the past, even school kids know that.” Another aspect of the devaluation of the past, he felt, was the dismissal of capable and experienced people simply because they were party members.

I learned many things through my involvement in the state—anyone would agree with that—but this doesn’t mean, just because I was red, that I’m an enemy of the new social order! People want to put us on ice, to brand us and put us to the side and say, “Look, that’s them!” If they think they can get along without us then, please, go ahead, but I don’t think it’s good.

Since the Wende, Werner has not been involved in local politics. Forced into early retirement like many men his age, he largely keeps to himself and concentrates on the new family business.

Ursula Meyer does not fall easily into either category of complicity. Although considered “really red” by many members of the community because of her tenure as village mayor between 1980 and 1990, others perceive her as an opportunist. Several people who know about her church activities see her not as hypocritical, as many do, but as courageous and defiant. In a sense, Ursula is all of these things. After working as a secretary in the mayor’s office for nearly twenty years, she was asked by the local party leadership to take over for her boss when he retired. She accepted the job, hoping to help the community as well as to eradicate the mismanagement and corruption she says she witnessed as a secretary. As mayor of a border village, however, she was required to join the SED and was strongly discouraged from attending church. It was a compromise that she was, at the time, willing to make: “I became mayor around 1980, and at the time there was this rule that every mayor in the Schutzstreifen had to be in the party and wasn’t allowed to go to church. . . . I thought, well, OK, I’ll become mayor—that was certainly a wrong compromise, but I did have a few good intentions. I told myself I could help these people, these little people who are so often treated unjustly.” Ursula stopped going to church for years but resumed with the encouragement of a new village priest. Despite Kreis officials’ warnings, she was persistent and began participating, although at first secretly, in church council excursions to Czechoslovakia. In 1988, she supplied state materials to covertly erect a crucifix on the community boundary, an act of considerable courage.

When the Wall fell in 1989, Ursula was at the forefront of village festivities. She helped organize a candlelight demonstration calling for a border crossing in Kella; when the fence was opened at the end of December, on her fiftieth birthday, she planned festivities for Kella and its neighboring villages to the west, complete with a brass band, bratwurst, and plenty of mulled wine. She remained mayor until the municipal elections in May 1990, when she ran for reelection “to see whether the people really wanted me, or whether I was mayor because the state chose me.” Although she was reelected by a margin of two to one over the second-place candidate, Ursula was later ousted at the first meeting of the new, Christian Democratic Union-dominated village council.8 “So this is democracy,” she remembers thinking, “the candidate favored by the people doesn’t win.” Then, recalling the pain of that experience, her eyes filled with tears, and she whispered, “When I think about how hard I worked, how I fought for every little thing, how happy I was when I could help. And now to think that was all wrong. Everything I did! For this village! I didn’t necessarily want that [communist] system, but simply to help make life somewhat more bearable for the people here.” Today Ursula rarely participates in community functions outside the church. When the village put on a parade in celebration of German re-unification on October 3, 1990, Ursula left town. Whereas her doorbell and telephone used to ring frequently while she was mayor, she is now visited only by close friends. She is the first to admit to being oversensitive to outside judgment, and although many residents believe she was treated unfairly by the village council, others believe she was rightly punished. “Ursula shouldn’t have kept her support for the church a secret,” one villager said to me. “That has hurt her now. . . . I can’t forgive her for joining the party.”

In their own ways, Werner, Ursula, and even Thorsten have struggled to come to terms with a devalued past. For Ursula this struggle has been intensely personal, burdened by a guilt for having participated in the system at the expense of her religious convictions, yet defensive because a part of her still believes in the ideals it represented and the work she was able to accomplish. Werner has wrestled not with a personal guilt about his own past but with the widespread derogation of the East German experience, which he associates with choices he has made in his own life. Some would argue that Thorsten, through his membership in the FDJ and Kampfgruppe, also helped sustain the system. I frequently heard, particularly from former party members, that “everyone somehow participated,” whether by attending town meetings, joining a mass organization, or simply hanging out a flag on state holidays. Or, as one man put it, “everything was spread out to the smallest element [of society]. Each person had a duty that served to strengthen the backbone of the state.” The degrees, gradations, and shading of complicity vary from case to case, often with different standards for self and others, often context-dependent. Together, these individual stories reflect the complex and contradictory aspects of the way in which the system was negotiated, interpreted, and reproduced.

CONTROLLING DISSENT

The state’s ability to create spaces for dissent, to bound and control it, and finally to force citizens to draw their own boundaries was instrumental in the affirmation of the regime. In addition to engaging a large number of residents from a variety of political backgrounds—from active SED party members to “partyless,” church-going women—the regional political structure was also able to give people a sense of having a voice at a local level. In practice, however, the very existence of certain state-sponsored pockets of dissent conveyed an understanding that one’s voice was ultimately controlled: in the end, the state had the final say.

Involvement in community decision making is one reason many residents chose to be members of the village council. Although the number of candidates for the seats allotted to each party by the state (majority SED) never exceeded the thirty seats available, and although much of the council’s duties entailed formally approving resolutions and plans handed to it by the state, there was some room for initiative and the ventilation of grievances. Special subcommittees dealt with issues regarding housing allocation, building permits, village social activities, and the supply of material goods to the village. When a family wanted to add on to their house, for example, they went to the Committee on Building and Housing for permission. When there were complaints about the quality and quantity of meat available in the Konsum store, grievances were filed with the Committee on Retail and Supply, which then dealt with the proper authorities. Their ability to answer grievances depended on the response of Kreis officials, but frequently they were able to affect change, at least in the short term. The construction of a new community building to house the mayor’s office, a day-care center, a hair salon, and meeting rooms, for example, was the initiative of the village council, under both Ursula’s and Werner’s leadership. Furthermore, members of the village council were responsible for heading neighborhood meetings and for initiating dialogues with neighboring households in order to discuss residents’ concerns in a more intimate setting. They were required to inform the village council of their findings, and reports listing the frequency of such meetings and number of participants were submitted monthly to state authorities. Ursula later reflected on the usefulness of such public forums, particularly in light of the fact that village council meetings today are usually held behind closed doors: “I think that when people came together [in these meetings] they had a chance to say something and that this would also be taken into consideration. Today this opportunity no longer exists . . . even the women’s [DFD] meetings. We used to argue and discuss a lot, and what is there today? The hair salon, for example, that materialized because the women sat together and discussed it and decided how we could do it. People were simply listened to more.” Ursula’s comment reveals her sense of having had a voice in local government—a sentiment I heard from other villagers as well. She failed to see, however, a certain irony in her statement: people were “listened to more” not only to appease small grievances but also as a means of control.

Einwohnerversammlungen (town meetings) and the closely related Eingaben, legally sanctioned complaints, are additional examples of this. Held on a quarterly basis, Einwohnerversammlungen were generally well visited; people were concerned that attendance was taken and that an absence could be punished later by being denied building materials, travel to the West, or permission to receive visits from relatives who lived outside Kella. After several speeches by regional (Kreis) and community (Gemeinde) officials, participants were encouraged to ask questions and/or register complaints. Although most residents do not recall these obligatory meetings fondly, many do recall—and today miss—the opportunity for critique. Expressing her feelings of loss and confusion, one woman complained to a group of friends: “We don’t know where to go anymore when we have problems or concerns. We have to figure everything out for ourselves, and I think this will take a while to learn.”

Complaints at these meetings usually pertained to a lack of building materials, services, or consumer goods supplied to the village, specific cases where travel to the West was denied, poor quality of foods, or suggestions for community improvement. As expressions of both dissatisfaction and loyalty, grievances voiced at these meetings were frequently submitted as formal Eingaben, although these could be filed through the mayor’s office as well. A typical Eingabe might concern the delivery of a washing machine: if a family had been allotted a machine but had not yet received it, they would file a complaint. Eventually the distribution manager at the washing-machine factory would be contacted, and, after several months, the machine would arrive. Many Eingaben in Kella were related to the small factory there. In one instance, for example, the employees filed a grievance to have a flush toilet installed. Other Eingaben, such as requests for a paved road or a street lamp, could drag on for years. Occasionally, residents who filed complaints involving the rejection of visa applications for western travel were able to obtain permission to visit the West. This was rare, however; most decisions regarding travel to the West were final, with no explanation provided by the state.

Eingaben were taken very seriously by authorities.9 As a means of control (Borneman 1993), they not only kept tabs on petitioners but also underscored the state’s ultimate authority. Eingaben thus reflected what Charles Maier has called the regime’s principle of governance through rationing and privilege (Maier 1997): by rationing travel to the West, for example, the state made the granting of a pass a privilege. The response to grievances also served to appease residents of the Schutzstreifen, who were given priority for materials and were kept better supplied than were those in communities outside the Sperrgebiet. Furthermore, Eingaben were viewed as a way to win residents’ trust and involvement in the regime. As a typical mayor’s report in the 1970s stated, “Through the tips, suggestions and Eingaben, our citizens will contribute simultaneously to improving the work of local agencies and to pulling them into the social mass political work in the community. . . . By resolving Eingaben of our citizens we will continue to win people’s trust in the state and thereby make our own work easier.” Most Eingaben were resolved, and all were responded to even if the petitioner’s wishes were not granted. One resident recalled how these Eingaben and gatherings allowed for “open critique” of the state: “In the meetings we would say, for example, ‘Listen, we can’t meet the production norms if the state doesn’t make sure the materials are there.’ That was a violent critique.”

The fact that this resident viewed complaints about lack of materials as a “violent critique” is indicative of an awareness of certain unstated limits, boundaries that were constantly negotiated in everyday life. People did not submit Eingaben complaining about the border fence or guard tower, for example, but they did file a complaint if travel to the West was denied. Residents did not directly oppose the party or its policies, but they did circumvent overtly political complaints by personally criticizing the officials who embodied them. One man who prides himself on being viewed as “black” in his political and religious orientation explained to me: “I learned to voice my opposition by criticizing individuals rather than the party itself. I couldn’t be attacked for that.”10

This language of protestation was part of a shared knowledge. One town meeting erupted in such anger toward a Kreis official that participants vowed publicly not to attend any more meetings when that particular official was present. “You could actually say anything,” another villager maintained. “It was how you said it that mattered.” Even the simple mention in the Ortschronik (official village chronicle) of a curfew extension in 1984 for a village festival could contain an implicit criticism: rather than complaining about the limitations of the regular curfew, the chronicle describes the positive consequences of extending it.11

Perhaps the most radical critique of the regime was voiced during Fasching.12 In a festive setting, participants performed skits, speeches, and songs poking fun at fellow villagers as well as at the regime. Although most performances consisted of largely bawdy humor, including cross-dressing, exemplified by the popular Männerballett (men’s ballet), or were parodies of village events and residents, there were always a few acts that were explicitly critical of the state. In one song performed in the mid-1980s, two young women lamented the restrictions on mobility imposed on residents of the village:

I am a girl from the Zone.13 I live in Kella, where this world ends.

I have a nice house with a garden, a car and money to spend.

But despite the town’s pub, Kirmes, and Fasching, I feel so alone.

I dream of the beautiful cities, of Dallas, of Denver, that’s where

I want to roam!

A prince must come and my dreams fulfill,

to satisfy my passion for the world, he will!

In a fancy car he will come this way,

And in my ear he will quietly say . . . But wait!

Without a special pass from the state

he’ll never get past Kella’s checkpoint gate!14

Even in this unique space for critique, however, dissent was controlled, delimited, and bounded. In fact, the most politically critical speeches were delivered by party members themselves. Each year that Ursula Meyer, who had a penchant for writing clever and witty rhymes, was mayor, she gave a performance that was one of the highlights of the program. Many of her speeches were critical of things not usually discussed publicly: the need for special passes to enter Kella, the difficulty in obtaining police clearance for visitors from outside the village, the hassles of a planned economy, or the need for bribe money to have an automobile repaired. In one speech entitled “The Dreamer,” Ursula portrayed a series of visions that came to her in a dream:

Then I saw the fence, it was like cotton,

And nobody thought the border guards were rotten.

About Braunrode, nobody even had a thought

Because people went to Eschwege via Eisenach.15

In a 1983 skit as the village chronicler, she criticized the village’s present situation by comparing it with ancient times. Noting the hassles of daily life that did not exist back then—the border fence, the Sperrgebiet, queues in front of the store, the shortage of consumer goods, the planned economy—she alluded to the existence of informers within the village: “[In these times] people did not tattle or inform, thus creating within the village a terrible storm.”16

Although critical in tone, these speeches were also about control (and had to be approved by state censors). Complaining about the existence of informers also suggests they were there. Poking fun at attendance at Einwohnerversammlungen reminds people that this was noted. Ursula’s skit as village chronicler concluded by stressing how much better things were “at the beginning of the world,” a challenge to the frequent reference to Kella as “the end of the world.” Like other performances in this socially constituted and state-sanctioned space for dissent, it was both a criticism and an affirmation of the regime.

SUSTAINING THE UNKNOWN

One of the regime’s most effective means of control was a culture of secrecy that forced its citizens to test the limits of the possible and thereby aid in setting them. As the carnival celebrations demonstrate, people’s actions were both subversive and constraining: they challenged the forms of control while defining the limits of power. In his writings on discipline and surveillance, Michel Foucault has pointed to the mutual dynamic of power relations: “Although surveillance rests on individuals, its functioning is that of a network of relations from top and bottom, but also to a certain extent from bottom to top and laterally; this network ‘holds’ the whole together and traverses it in its entirety with effects of power that derive from one another: supervisors, perpetually supervised” (1979: 175). His description of Bentham’s panopticon also illustrates the function of the unknown in maintaining control: “The inmate cannot see whether or not the guardian is in the tower, so he must behave as if surveillance were perpetual and total. If the prisoner is never sure when he is being observed, he becomes his own guardian” (Rabinow 1984:19). Rather than viewing the state’s power as totalizing, therefore, it may be more useful to conceptualize it as a dialectical interplay between above and below, to explore how daily interaction helped stabilize the state.

In the space between the boundaries of the known, or Zwischenraum, people sought to interpret events that might tell them what the unknown was. Everyone knew, for example, the potentially fatal consequences of an attempted escape over the border. After the arrest and imprisonment of Martin Schneider in 1983, they could also surmise the consequences of an aborted escape. They could even guess the repercussions of criticism of the border voiced in the presence of unknown informants after a local bus driver spent ten months in prison for comparing the border intensifications in the 1970s to the “Warsaw Ghetto.” However, residents did not know what would happen if they were caught waving to relatives on the western side of the fence (although they knew it was forbidden), so they pretended to clean windows or to shake out tablecloths. Everyone knew they were supposed to hang out the GDR flag on state holidays, but they learned through experimentation that one could resist this a bit by hanging it out the back door, invisible to the West for whom the display was intended; or they wedged it between windows instead of placing it in the flag post and were secretly pleased when the wind blew the flag onto the window sill. Like the language of shared protestation, such practices were part of a kind of “hidden transcript,” a “critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant” (Scott 1990: xii) that simultaneously tested and contested the authority of the regime. They also reflect what Czeslaw Milosz, in The Captive Mind, once eloquently described as ketman. An Arabic term and Islamic concept meaning “hidden,” ketman entails the simultaneous public affirmation and private deception by citizens under socialism that produces a sense of pride and feeling of superiority over those in power who are being deceived: “Ketman in its narrowest and severest forms is widely practiced in the people’s democracies. As in Islam, the feeling of superiority over those who are unworthy of attaining truth constitutes one of the chief joys of people whose lives do not in general abound in pleasures” (Milosz 1991: 52).

An inconsistent use of state power was especially effective in sustaining a sense of the unknown. The state gave no reason for denying requests to travel West, thus forcing applicants to search for one.17 Had they not attended enough Einwohnerversammlungen? Should they have become involved in the village council? Although state policy may well have been guided by caprice rather than reason, residents’ assumption that something knowable was being withheld by state design, ultimately on the basis of “reason,” both reflected and contributed to an idealization of the regime’s power. The seemingly arbitrary approval or denial of such requests—sometimes different decisions were rendered within the same immediate family—fostered resentment and suspicion among people in the village. (What had someone else done to have his or her request approved?) Suspicion was also raised when a resident was treated leniently on a crime he or she was known to have committed. A common example cited are cases when one person’s driver’s license was reinstated immediately but another resident’s was revoked for two years for the same crime.

Such actions created the perception that everything the state did was calculated, and residents struggled to decode its logic. In one case, a woman from Kella went all the way to East Berlin in search of a reason for the denial of her application to attend her brother’s silver wedding anniversary in West Germany. Emma Hauser had been granted a pass to visit western siblings several years earlier and thus could not understand why she was being prohibited from traveling this time. When the six Eingaben she submitted to the mayor’s office failed to bring about a reversal of the decision, she appealed to SED leaders in the Kreis administration. On the back of her son’s small moped, she traveled thirty kilometers to the county seat of Heiligenstadt, hoping for approval of her application. Her appeal was again rejected, and her son, seeing his mother’s despair, resolved to take her to East Berlin that day. For someone who, like the rest of her generation in the village, rarely ventured far from home, this was no small feat; it was the only time Emma had visited the nation’s capital.

After an all-night train ride the mother and son arrived in the city, not sure what to expect but hopeful that their appeal would be approved. When they were informed by an official at the Interior Ministry that the decision would not be reversed, Emma asked if it was because of her involvement in the church, adding, for the official’s information, that she attended church regularly. As Emma recounted this story to me, her normally cheerful demeanor turned solemn. She slowed her eager and rapid speech as she recalled how the official responded to her: “ ‘Frau Hauser, you don’t need to tell me anything. We know everything.’ ” She and her son left, defeated and certain that she was being punished for her active church involvement. To this day, Emma harbors resentment and suspicions about who in the village, if anyone, is responsible for this decision made nearly ten years ago. It is the one reason she briefly considered applying for access to her Stasi file.18

The most critical event to produce fear and suspicion of the regime among villagers was the deportation of several families from Kella in 1952. This action was the result of a politburo decision on May 13,1952, to create a “special regime on the demarcation line” (Potratz 1993: 60). According to this resolution,19 the border between the GDR and the FRG was to be additionally fortified through the creation of a security zone consisting of the 500-meter-wide Schutzstreifen and 5-kilometer-wide Sperrgebiet, as well as through the evacuation of residents from the following groups: foreigners; people who were not registered with the police; convicted criminals; and “people who because of their position in or toward society pose a threat to the antifascist, democratic order.”20

In an action termed “Operation Vermin,” more than 8,369 people (approximately 2 percent of the entire Sperrgebiet population) were evacuated from the Sperrgebiet into the GDR interior during late May and early June 1952 (Potratz 1993: 63). Regional police, together with officers of the recently founded Stasi, were responsible for drawing up the lists of those slated for deportation.

Most villagers will now claim that all five families who left that day in the spring of 1952 were forcibly evacuated. In fact, only two families were deported; three others left voluntarily early in the day out of fear of deportation. According to what has now become legend, Heinz Müller, a Großbauer (independent farmer with ten to twenty hectares of land and draft animals) from Kella, discovered a note in his stable when he went to fetch his cattle that morning. His son, also named Heinz Müller, recalled what the note had said: “Heinz! You must leave. And quickly.” Rumors spread rapidly through the village, and four other families were allegedly warned by the well-meaning mayor, who had received advance notice of the planned deportations.21 Three of these families, all Großbauern, gathered their members, their livestock, and as many of their possessions as possible and brought them to the other side of the border. Later that night relatives from the village smuggled clothes, bedding, and other supplies to them. Heinz remembers spending the night with his family and their twenty cows, six horses, and a wagon on the Braun- rode hill overlooking the village. Like many former villagers, all three families who left voluntarily that day settled in the neighboring western village of Grebendorf, only three kilometers from Kella.

Two of the families who were reportedly warned, the local innkeeper and an especially vocal carpenter, refused to believe the rumor. “ ‘I haven’t done anything wrong. They can’t take me away,’ ” a villager remembers one of them saying. Later that day, state officials appeared at their doors, and the families were ordered to leave, taking with them only the things that would fit into the state’s truck. They were evacuated to a region near Halle (GDR) and later emigrated to West Germany on exit visas.

It is a day that remains indelibly etched in the memories of villagers. People can remember exactly where they were when they heard the news. Heinz’s cousin was a child at the time and remembers returning to Kella with a friend after buying shoes in Eschwege:

We bought the shoes and then started heading home. In Grebendorf, I remember clearly, the women there who knew me approached us and said, “You Kellsche girls! You’re horsing around down here! Everyone in Kella’s been evacuated! No one’s there anymore!” So we ran up the hill [toward Kella]. Ach! It was terrible. We thought that when we got there everyone would be gone. And then our relatives were sitting up there with their horses and wagon and I asked my aunt if it were true that everyone had left Kella. “Only us,” she said.

It is still not known whether the three families who left voluntarily were truly slated for evacuation; nor is it known why the two deported families were forced to leave while other landholders and vocal opponents of the regime were permitted to stay. So the criteria for evacuation, the definition of the people who posed a threat “in and toward society,” remained—and remains—unknown.22 People were left to speculate: several families had been large property owners; one was particularly vocal in their opposition to the regime; one had been a Nazi party member; two others owned private businesses. The uncertainty created by this action encouraged, indeed demanded, acquiescence. As one woman recalled: “That [1952] was the beginning, when people became quiet and thought, ‘We’ll take everything in stride so that we can stay here.’ This is why so many people participated [in the system].”

Although no one was deported from Kella after 1952, there was a similar round of evacuations from the Schutzstreifen, including neighboring border villages, in 1961; the last deportation of a family from the region was as recent as 1978. The expression “up the sand road,” referring to the only road leading out of Kella, became synonymous with forced deportation—and with fear. Emma Hauser remembered struggling with this unknown threat, especially during moments of noncompliance: “Here in the Sperrgebiet we were always threatened with having to go up the sand road. And I was always scared.” Emma admits that her family was never directly threatened with deportation, but she maintains that the fear was always present. Today she, like several other villagers, is proud to claim they were on “the list” of families to be expelled inland or placed in an internment camp—although to my knowledge there has been no confirmation of the existence of such a deportation list.

A culture of secrecy and publicity was thus produced and sustained by an alliance of the unknown and the highly visible, both united in the all encompassing “them” (die, the term used in referring to any aspect of the state ranging from village party members to Kreis officials to the politburo).23 This dynamic encouraged people to invest the state with an exaggerated aura of power and knowledge. The existence of monthly information reports submitted to Kreis authorities by the mayor was well known, for example, but people imagined its contents to be much more extensive and damaging than the mundane details of daily life the reports actually described.24 Similarly, people knew each citizen had a dossier containing letters and reports by work supervisors that passed from employer to employer when a person changed jobs. During the socialist period, these dossiers remained inaccessible to employees and were imagined to contain secretive and damaging detailed material. On receipt of these dossiers with the closing of socialist factories after the Wende, people were shocked at their innocuousness: the majority of files contained little more than a listing of dates of employment and an occasional report on an employee’s productivity. Furthermore, many residents believed that the mayor, the embodiment of the state at the most local level, was responsible for decisions regarding western travel when, in fact, this was decided at the Kreis level, probably arbitrarily.

Immediately after the Wende, villagers organized and signed a petition to reveal the ultimate unknown, local Stasi informants, imagining that there was an orderly list readily available on demand and that Kella’s mayor had access to it. Revelations in the national press after the opening of the Stasi archives have since demonstrated this could not have been the case. As Verdery has pointed out, the presence of informers and collaborators, as well as citizens’ knowledge of the existence of these files, created an atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust that helped sustain state power; the purpose of the files, she writes, was to produce “political subjects and subject dispositions useful to the regime” (1996: 24).

Imaginary lists, empowered mayors, and illusory malicious monthly reports are indicative not only of an idealized state power but also of the way in which people created their own sense of order out of the unknown. Like the boundaries of the possible, this sense of order was negotiated collectively. Most important was the ability to ascertain the “trustworthy” members of the community. As one woman explained, “We knew the people in the village, and those that I didn’t know, I never let get close to me. I never told strangers what I really thought. But within the village, you knew the people. The people whose houses were spray painted after the Wende, those were the ones we all suspected.” Several villagers described a strong sense of community among most residents, constructed and defined in opposition to those suspected of Stasi involvement. “It was, you could say, like a big family against a small family,” one man recalled, “You knew who you were up against.” How accurate this sense of order was remains to be seen; it may yet be challenged if villagers choose to file for access to their Stasi files.

CONCLUSION

Secrecy, as Michael Geyer has observed, “was more than an attribute of a particular organization. It became a mode of conducting politics in the GDR” (Geyer n.d.). The success of this secrecy was partly the product of the public nature and omnipresence of the regime in all realms of daily life—the product, in a sense, of the state as a symbolic force. Publicity made the secrecy imaginable and thus compelling. It contributed to an idealization of state power and the perception of the state as something that had to be interpreted. A skit performed at carnival, an Eingabe submitted at a town meeting, a flag hung on a state holiday, or a clandestine greeting to a relative across the border are typical of the daily practices, often within the Zwischenraum between the known and the unknown, that not only sought to interpret the regime’s power and its limits but also helped define and sustain them. Although this kind of Zwischenraum operated in some form throughout the GDR, it most likely functioned more completely in Schutzstreifen villages like Kella because of the threat of deportation into the interior regions of East Germany. Indeed, the deportations may have been inspired by nothing more than the regime’s decision to demonstrate its arbitrary power and thus to instill fear and exercise control. It became the ultimate sanction, for it separated people from their Heimat and all that was imaginable—hence the need for careful, accurate definition of the boundaries of dissent.

There is no question that state-level practices and rituals facilitated the reproduction of socialism and, ultimately, contributed to its demise (Burawoy and Lukács 1992; Kideckel 1993; Verdery 1996; Watson 1994). However, the role of everyday life as a source of simultaneous contestation and affirmation of the regime also deserves consideration, and further exploration, if we are to understand socialist society in the GDR as well as other in other eastern European countries.25 Indeed, important cultural practices and forms of negotiation emerged out of the interpenetrations of—and spaces between—state and society (Hann 1993; Wedel 1992), public and private, above and below. Such practices and negotiations both helped constitute state power and contributed to its collapse.
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