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INTRODUCTION

Understandings, Politics,
and Institutions

A VIEW FROM THE END

Social arrangements in decline often look farcical, They produce events that

just a little while ago were lilerally inconceivable. They engender Plots that

are, judging by the received wisdom of theh time and space, whimsical,

indeed improbable in the dramatic sense of the word Analltically such

events are revealing. They confront the desperate assertion of an order as

present, with its open rejection as Pass6; they feature the bold flotation ofa

presupposed future that is suddenly allowed to slip by as if it were already

well established. Thus they also reveal clashes ofpolitical understandings in

which the still presupposed commonplace is destabilized by views unthink-

able only yesterday. Sitting at the crossroads between a past that is still there

and a future that is little more than audacious anticipation, they perform

tlre undoing of one social order while toying with another. I want to oPen

this chapter by reporting iust such an event from the fall of 1989 that has

become emblematic for the decline and final disintegration ofsocialism in

lr,ast Germany.
'Ihe punch line ofthe event as it is r€membered is but a historical trifle

An octogenarian minister of secret police retorts criticism ofhis style of ad-

tlrcss to a moribund parliamentarian assembly with the words: Ich liebe Euch

r/och cllel (llut I love you all!). That's it, or Perhaps better: there is little more

to il. Ancl yet, this short phrase captured the Public imagination. To many,

tlrcse words spoken by this particular man in this Particular context crystal-

llzt'cl what socillism was, and as such it became a troPe, a k€y to the memory

ol'stttc socinlisDr in the GDR. To understand how so little could do so much,

riorrt, lrur'kgrorrrtd is trcccssary.' lhc protagonist is Erich Mielke, since 1957

Irrutl ol l lrc Mi|| islry ol Stirlc S(crlri ly, lhc sccret Police, bureaucratically

I rrowrr rrrrrlcl its oll ir iul it,. r 'ottyttt M lS, rrrrrl lx4rtrlarly rcfcrred to as the Stasi.

A rrrcrrr l r r . t  r r l  l l t r '  |o l i t l r r r r  o,  , t  t  hrrc r  r r t t l i r l t t t t t  o l  l l tc  corrntry ' .s lcader,  Er ich

l l r r r r r . ,  kr . r .  r t  r  
' t l r i l r ' l  

r r i r i r l r ' r .  r t l r l  r t  lot t t  r ' l ' t l  gct tcr t l ,  Mi t ' lht  cot t t t r tanc' led

n



2 INTROOUCTION

an arrny of gr,ooor lull-time secret Police emPloyees and almost,twice that

many unollicial helpers ofvarious categories'' With regard to htj Ot",t:"nl'

fr,ri"if." *", *f,ut an ideal GDR leader was supposed to be: of Proletarian

orlin , 
"in "in[urh", 

Arbeiterjunge (a simple worker's kid)' in his case from

u.'rttr*-p".t 
'*"aaing districtr and someone who appeared to have made

ifr. ,tghii*o." *ltJn history called' someone with antifascist credentials

acquiied chiefly by particiPating in the Spanish Civil War'

The Background

During GDR times, nobody knew much about Stasi and its minister' not

"v* 
tf;" St"ri 

"aptoyees. 
The Stasi's size' its concrete mnge oftasks' its orga-

ni,u.io,'"t*'o..u,.,itsmethodswerecautiouslyguafdedstateseclets.-And

,"i, pr".,*fy U*""se it was hiding' it was imagined to be ever).where That'

of.oorr", r*unt dif.rent things to difierent people Those in s)mplly-with

th" p"rty *"r. pron€ to see it as a necessary institution of national defense

"f"i 
rtay pt.,".,lng the GDR from its enemies For many ofthem the Stasi

*ur utro'un obiect of pride, mostly owing to its fabled foreign espionage

p.o*"sr. Som" 
"v"t 

regarded it as an organization with more U,t:,tt^t 
1:::t'

oor", und rhur.upnble of circumventing regretlable bureaucratic stalemafe'

;;;;;;;;;;#"ot committed to socialism' the stasi was mvsterious and

t*-tiurirrg, ,o-"thing to stay clear of even as it became the butt of PoP-

"i"r,.t* 
iitg"tg its;upPosed omniscience and power' For people with

"""init, 
t.i""*t,t and desires deviating from the party's proscribed path'

iiuri"*"r'u tt r"ut' tt e epitom€ of a Powerful political machine ever ready to

stamp out the very conditions for the possibility of their ditrerence' 
,

The scene for the event I want to rePort is the People's Charnber' the

GDRs parliament that was integrated into the Palace of the Republic' the

"*",ryf 
f"tg"u t".iocultural center sporting several restaurants' bowling

"U.ft, 
Ita 

" ""-U.r 
ofperformance spaces that together made it the clos-

"riiiti"g 
i. 

" 
p"-" in East Berlin's cityscaPe 

-It 
is important to 

:er,nember
that the Peopie's Chamber was not what such an institution would be in

u *ar,"rn p"rlr"a"ntarian democracy lt debated and finallY Promulsated

the laws of the country Yet, not only was law i nstitutionalized in a.different

*lyi".g., otr.rr* o94; Mollnau 1999)' playing a difierent role in the?oliti-

.ul'udtiirrirttutiu. 
-ake-up 

of socialist states' but these laws were drafted

1, All Stasi emPloyment ligures used throughout the book are' unless otherwise noted fronr

Gieseke 2()oo.

2. . f roLlqhoul lht l ) ( l ' ( ' t l l | l i8u|csl l l )ouls( ' . Ic l i l r l . r tn l l l t t t ( , l , l , / i i : i l l '^ l l l

(n l r ( ' rwisr  t r tnc(1,  l f (nn N4i i l l r r  l i r rb( ' r t ls  r ' )et
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by the Apparat, the bureaucracy of the Central Committee (Uschner 1993;

Modrow 1995). Once they arived at the doorsteps ofthe People's Chamber

tiey were already approved by the politburo, the rnost significant group of

political decision make$ in the country. Minor amendments were possible,

but in principle the task ofparliament was to acclaim them. Biannual meet-

ings were sufficient for this work. The People's Chamber remained formally

a multiparty assembly that included, besides the ruling Socialist Unity Party

(SED), also a Christian, a liberal, a national, and a farmerd paf)' in addition

to representatives ofthe socialist mass organizations (youth, women, union,

etc,). These parties and mass organizations were united and efectively con-

trolled by the SED through the means of a "national frontl' Accordingly,

elections were, as elsewhere in Eastern Europe, unitary list elections. Ther€-

fore, members of parliament without other higher party functions were,

although carefully screened, rather removed from power, and as far as the

non-SED members were concerned, even symbolically separated from it

The time ofthe event is November r3, 1989. Since the precedinglate sum-

mer months, tens ofthousands ofGDR citizens had fled westward through

the newly opened Hungarian border or by sPectacular occuPations of West

German embassies in Budapest, Prague, and Warsaw. That the GDR seemed

to have nothing left to retain them was widely read as an indicator for the

severity of the economic and political crisis of the country. The govern-

ment's response to those fleeing had already produced one ofthe lines that

began to galvanize the public imagination (and social memory afterward).

In the prime newscast of the GDR, Die Aktuelle Kamerq, a commentary of

the state news agency (ADN) was read, declaring: "They [the refugees] have

trampled all moral values locking themselves out of our societl, Thus, no

tears should be shed about them."3

The refugee crisis, the silence ofgovernment, and the widespread interest

ofthe people in it provided a new, significant push for opposition groups in

the GDR. So far they had operated only in limited circles. Now they saw a

chance to reorganize themselves as open, countrl'wide citizen, discussion,

and action platforms. Thefirstone to get o{fthe ground on September ro was

the Neue Forum ("New Forurn') with a memorandum titled "DeParture 891'

As an absolute novelty in the GDR, it applied on September lg for legalization

thirt wirs, not unexpectedly, declined just a few days later, Nevertheless, soon

othcrs lirllowed, sorne even with the open intention to establish themselves

3. lAtrr t l .  / ( , r r r . r i r ,  (  ) (  t , ,h.r  r , r08,) .1(r .  7{r , r ' ]0, /4)suspc. lsthir t th isvcryl inewasformulated

l ,y l l r r r  L '1 hlrrrr l l  l I la l r r rnr l r l , l i Ih l l ' l rBl ! f r rwlr . t lw.krr t )wirbout lhcdccP,nr icromana

t{r , r l , r l l | | t . r l ' , r , , | | ( r , , l t lx t , , | | l f l , i , l , r r l r l t , , r t t ' , ln l ly , , l l lor ! r l ( f rnrx l lkrrnrt  r r r , lhcPol i tbun

rrrrr ln, '  l r , l l i r |1. , r1 l l r f l r r , rd,rrr , ' l l , r l r , ,  l l , , ! r r  i , r , I r , , , t \ , r1, ,  l r )

T



l ts l t l lcr '0 l l iv( .1)ol i l i ( i t l l ) | f l ics,rAl l  o l  l l t rsc.  cwl l r (nt l ) i | | l ,swrtr . (ntr ic( l  l )y i ll{r 'owinl.i wnvc ol l)ul)l ir inlcr(,st irr poli l ieit l , 'ctir,.,n, *1,i,.1,,,f_,,, i,,,",f ,r,,,",-lirrtrrs.rrl cxlln.ssi.n. Orr Scptcrrrbcr ,r, ,r",,." nr"r",*',,r' i,.rlrrlr1 'i,*rr,
(  l l r r t r .c l r  lcr l  lo l  pLlbl ic r icnronstr'r,irwrsrt,chir rrrrt,,;;,;ii;;;;;];],:X::r:$.;TJl,:,l,];;:],1,Tli:ii?':,;
I r ow.(,1t,wct.c l( | c( )nvcnc we ckly with cvcr_growing numbers of participants.

,ust ttvc w(.cks l)clbrc Mielkels
rrrrrr r t.rt.rr 'urr.rr its fbrtieth annivr 

Peech in the People's chamber, the GDR

w,r,s.,i1,.,rtt., rr,i,r cnded ",,;i:r,ilT :;':.tjilj,tlTft ilij"l',r,f: H:l,rlrli( (,n th(. cvc ofthe anniversary, the g.n.rut ,..."or;rir;rrr"rrr.O ,n.{t,ttr .l tlr(. I)urtyls project with an old laUo, _ou._.rrt a,ltty, ;;.;;. _
ll::::::::,,.":: 

r'rr be stopped by eit .. ao,,r..y o, r,o,r.:;;;;"";;;.,_.,rrlrvr.vr.r, tr,slivil ics rook place amid increasinglyvoiced disc."i.ri"_.rg n,Irrlulntir)rr, which fbr the first tin
( , | ,rp r,r lrirssr.(x)ts demonst.",::::tfi-11t-'o*'t,across 

the country into

r | | r r,,s I v i s i | )r c (t isp,", "r,rr"."",t"rto',ljjij,ltJlrll 
..l: 

iilffi 
.i,'il:

l i ' r l t r r  Wrl l  i0 August 1961. Thousirrrr,,,.,.rr.rrr, ",,,,; or;o,r";-*ffi ffi:ffi:i:H"111il: *T:l:iIrr r orrsct;Lrcrrce of what even the,,,i { (,,,,rri,!c,,r anniversary cerebrafr:!ff[:fjlilHfi:J.....^il::
tr, r(.tr,r,.rs lrom within the parry the Mondai demr"rir"irri, ,,' ,fr" .,*ol Lcil)zig had swelled to 7o,ooo_and neither did ,n" O._"rr*r"., 

.",j1

vlolcnct', nor did the party state try to dissolve it by force. Onrr,*. ,".U,lrt.lirrc lhe Stasi minister,s speech, Honecker, the GDR1! ,""i1,la.. ,lrr,

{ .  I l r i t ' , r i ( . r l  overviews over lhe chiTen plar."
Mtllcf ti,)bcrss er al. ree,, il;;;;fi|"i:emersinsin 

the fall or1e8e are Provided bv
*rr,l tliscnftta zoor..q fas.;""*o;ilI*r 

ree3' Neubert 1ee8' Timmer 2ooo Neubert

8 r . u p rs provided by Mirr". 
".rd 

wo 
" 

,99r. 

t 
" 

stasi documents tracing the em€rgcnce of this

!, ll{nrck!,r had used the same slogan in a speech cetebrating the first 32-bit chjp rlrtlnufnduredi l |  t |c  ( ; t ) t t .  On August rS, rgSg, theZf paDe
'','""," 

" onr.roo"n i..*;rri',i", ili.lil"l,:1-,". "utschland'reatnred'|t o" thc ritre p.,se
t.sr cross the border with west Berlin in tJ 

gan in a sliShtly different forn on tt l'illb'ard

,,'., rcpr,,ced by the lhen m*", 
""".ii; ii;;:.1'#;:::1iff 

.#"#ffi 
ill l;:*ilhcD Anrerican secretaryofstate, John Fosters(cm b dare back ro 1886,"n.n " *..,ui.",no#:I:o"iH,'ff:.fiil:;:lj::l lHlT:

Itcrtin weekend hansout under thefalse nami ofBen,"t.n".ro".". ,, *"";,;,";;,;j"it",through the ensuing forgery rrial againsr him
sn mo context is this one attributed to Gorbaci 

other famous lin e supposcllly tr l tcr( ( l i n t he

'.'.1i..,'.Y:: * * :' ̂ ii;;;;;;;;;;;,"::::; ^ ffi:J*;::fi "[J:, ili]:]"::Lrscd these words in a conversation with Hone

:j::i :::y,*::*:ffi ;il;.'# nilJff::]il ;lll; il llll,;]ii'.I:wrrodo not react tolifet" (Aktue e Kamera, Octobu s, rsAg) @i Z"it 
"u,. 

,r,,,, ;,:; ;,,,r;,.i,koorntt, den bestraft das Leben hat corbatschow ges€t. Stimmtt?,,J.

lF
lr lr l bcctr dcp<tsctl attd lcgrlrrt crl wit lt lr lr, l l . ' l l  r l l) l t i lrt. l l t. A l it l  lc ttvcl ottc wcck

pr ior to l l lccvcnt i r l ( l t tcs l ior l .  l l r ls l  l | r ' r  l t r r , , t  t  i ly  o l  t  ( r  l t t i l l iot l ,  hacl  wi tncssct l

a dcrnonstrirt iott l irt t lcntotl. l t l ir tt ' trt 'wil l /slrt i i l l isttt wilh a hurrlan thce that

lttr irctcd abottl hall a rtri l l iorr l)rrt l i( i l) i ttrts lnit i 'rtctl by the Berlin theater

companics, it leitttt lcd it l , i tttt lply ol sPcil l<crs latrging lrom civil r ights activ-

ists Jens l{eich ancl Mirrirutrc l}irlhlcr, who rePresented emerging new par-

ties, over criticalbut essentirlly loyal artists such as Stefan Heym and Christa

Wolf to more critical rePresentatives ofthe GDR's Political elites such as the

former Stasi espionage chief Markus Wolf and stalwarts of the new younger

party leadership represented by the Berlin district chiefand politburo mem-

b€r Giinter Schabowski. The latter twot voices, however, were drowned in

catcalls. It was an ominous sign. Most significantly, however, a mere four

days before the event I am about to narrate'the Berlin Wall had been opened

in an attempt to stem the flood of refugees. In the interyening three days

about z million GDR citizens6 visited West Berlin or West Germany to get a

firsthand glimpse ofthe consumption possibilities in "the other Germanyl'

Mielke's Speech

On this November r3, 1989, the People's Chamber assembled to vote for a

new prime minister and a new speaker, to complement on the state side the

previous changes at the head of the party's politburo.T Just before Mielke

descended from the government bench to the speaker's podium the Par-

liamentarians heard for the first time o1fr cially ftom the finance minister as

well as from the head ofthe central planning commission about th€ extent

of the GDR's foreign debt.3 The reaction of the members to these revela-

tions ranged from boundless amazement and disbelief to shocked sadness

and mufiled anger. ResPonding to prior written inquiries ofparliamentar-

8. Number reported on Berliner Rundfunk, news' August 13, 1989.

7. Somewhat frustrated by the discrepancies between the two circulating transcriPtions of

Mielket speech (besides the ofrcial records ofthe Volkkammer reprinted in relevant parts in

otto 2ooo, 699 -700, there is a transcriPt originally Pubtished by Fratftl,rter Rlttldschau on

November 16, 1989, which was reprinted later in Deuts.hlafld Archiv,voL 23 1, 121fi), I have

obtarned a copy ofthe telecast ofthe People's Chamber session including Mielke's speech made

by GDR television and transcribed it myself. This tap€ was especially valuable as the camera-

men were intersPersing views of the sPeaker with glan€es across the assembly to caPture the

reaction ofthe audience. I was thus much better able to form an imPression ofthe emotions of

the speaker as well as those ofthe audience.

8. Although the Western media had always rePorted about the latest Federal Republic of Ger-

many (FRG) crcdit to the GDR, it would have been hard for the members to assemble from

such rcports a comPl€te picture, especially aboui the accumulated extent ofthe GDRS hard



iuns, l,)rich M iclkt lollowcd lo tlcl,,,c,,( ro which rrc r,cr,rnscrr .,,,,.Jtlllj::::,]:jlJll;." ill',lli,lllJli;i
doulrt cx]raustcd l iom lhc prcccding wcck..s cvclts, rro doubt deeply worried
jli, lt: l'"n 

work of building socialism in 
"*-*, 

,., ," gri"'" 0""r""the eighty-one_year_old Mielkeestablished,o.i"ri,t p.u.ti." ",;T:ffiTH:i"::::'J.lii$::trlisome length, not only to contextualize the famous n"o", U"i"frotU""""r"
his speech offers an excellent overview over the Sturit ,elf_urra".ri"nairrg
and the means by which the party state GDR made sense ofitself.

Dear Delegates! I want to begin by clarifying the duties ofour employeesin the Ministry ofState Security vis_e_vis the working people, vir_d_.r" oo.people. We are sons and daughters ofthe ,o.tirrg 
"ti""r, 

*" 
"omefrom 

attsocial strata . . . We represenr the interests of rhe rdorking O*L. ;,," ,,our highest charge from the people.s Chamber and we have'jw"rr, *. n*"always tried to fulfill it.,

To Mielket subsequent assertion that the Stasi has an ,.extraordinarily 
high

:1-l:1.: -rh:h...:rking 
peopleJ'the assembly responded wi ii"r*ti,." ,,wh'ch he replied, visibJy surprised and slighrly irriiared:

Yes we have the contact, w€ have that contact, you lintimate form]lo will see,you will see in a second why. I am not afraid of"nr*.rirrg h"r. ."ltn."i rt.'","r.that's democracy too. I have not worked out _y rp"J"h b"f";;;;;;
We have had first the task, this was the m"rt i^p"i*t tii.g, ;;;;;".,
every'thing that was directed against peace, And we have suppiied first-rateinformation about the deveropment which has led us to where we ,,J ,,u*
[the accomplishments ofthe GDR], comraa*, 

"",;r"i 
f.r,fr. iofUlr,t,

the socialist camp as a whole. Second, and f ,"y tfri, orrfy Uri"ffy, orr"?tfr.most tmportant tasks was the strengthening of our socialist economv
and many in the hall agree that we do exc"fla *_t ,rr ,frh ,"g"rd;"r.

9. This sentence is interesting. The Stasi called itselfthe .,sword 
and the shield ofthe partyl,andit took orders not from parliament, but fron

rs a bit more ambiguous with regard to the c,r 

parry The German original ofthe sentence

1t::{ *,: _i **.. . #;;;;;ilffi:T.Tff :,",:::TJ[iffi"x,rnT;
mo.e seriously and treating ir as independent), rhis appears hardlf as th. 

"r..";;" 
;;;;,""grand strategy, as the ensuing exchange amply illustrates.

10. Party members shared a stipulated intimacy regading their commitm€nt to an overarchinggoaiin rhe face ofwhrch rhey were all equals, that is, .comrades.,, 
This was re*.* i, O"ii,i ,,the_use ofthe intimate, second person singr:lar form ofaddress. Accordingfy, frlt.ft"."Ja S"understood as implying that everybody pr;en

::^1:::1 lni:': * nli'o'" ou.oo.., "'".r0'Jj;IililllHJ;.ff iil;,"iil".#.versery nonmembers did not m.tter The reaction ofthe audiencebears out tnb,"".r.","*".

I ncctl ttrt l sity, I lhirrh. We lt itvc totl l l i l)t l lc(l cxtri lol(l inilr i ly' eonrri l( lcs, k)

thc $trcllgthcrlir l l{ (,1 ottt r( ottoll ly

At this p(tinl Micll<c lrirt l lo l i tt c it l tctl<ler, wlro sirit l :

llisirg to ordcr, I rc(lrrcsl llrnl it l)c rcsPected, not all members ofthis cham-

ber are comrades, I rcqucst . . . ftumultuous noise in the background].

To that Mielke replied:

My apologies, this is only a . . . this is only natural love for humankind

(natiirliche Menschenliebe) . . . [applause] this is just a formaliry . . [tu-

multuous protest] I love... [tumultuous Protest] butl loveall ... [ loud

protestl all human beings . . . [loud laughter] well, but I love, but I commit

myself to this.

Mielke then went on to explain that the Stasi, since its incePtion in 1950'

continuously tried to address the problems of the GDR by operating as a

kind ofproblem identification and information transmission system that in-

formed the right people and frequently made suggestions for imProvement.

He especially mentioned problems with people fleeing the country, naming

physicians and teachers as particularly imPortant cases. He beseeched the

audience to believe him that the Stasi did in fact report about all of these

problems, adding that regrettably not all information provided found ap-

propdate consideration. So he closed:

We have in this respect always seen what is imPortant: maintenance of

peace, the strengthening of the economy of the GDR, to see to it that the

working people can communicate thet troubles and problems.

Since then, in social memory, this speech has shrunk to the words lch liehe

Euch doch alle! (ButI love you all ! ).rt This phrase more than any other became

a trope signifying the utter senilityofthe GDR leadership to some. its unbe-

lievable aloofness to others, and its sheer cynicism to yet others. However, by

the end ofthis bookit will become clear,l hope, why it was probablynone of

these, as Mielke, not in the word sense alonebutin that ofthe social arrange-

ments that were GDR socialism, is likely to have meant what he said. Forhim

as for the officers I interviewed, Stasi work was work for the party that was at

thesame time an expression oflove for humanity even ifthe Stasi tried to up-

root the most tender sProuting ofextraparty civil society, even ifit prepared

11, None of the more widely circulated trans€ripts rePort Mielke to have said "But I Iove you

aI!" Probabty picked up for reasons ofProsodic memorability lhesc v/ords got further popu-

larized in the title of one of the 6rst collections of Stasi documents published in 1990 (Mittel

and Wolle r99o).



lo i r ) r l ) l  isr)r  i r r  t i r rcs . r  w.r '  th.rrs.rrr . ls  . r ' ( i l ) r {  c i t izcrrs wlr .  wcr.c r lecnrctr
Lrrrrcli lblc lrrrl thus pcrccivc(l ls i ln rcLllc sccurily burrlcrr,

_ 
Miclkc cnactctl in this spccch particular unclcrstarrc.l irrgs about I hc polit i

cal institutions and organizations in the GDR, his personal role in it. and
that ofthe bureaucracy and the party he represented. So did lhe ADN news
commentary lambasting the refugees in early October and Honecker in
his unfazed, flat expression of confidence in the victory ofsocialism in his
fortieth anniversary speech. parliamentarians calling upon Mielke tojustiry
the Stasi, or shouting or laughing at him during his speech, enacted whar at
least in this particular public location were absolutely rorel understandings
of the polity cDR. And so did the snowballing number ofpeople taking the
courage to participate in demonstrations first only in Leipzig and Berlin and
then throughout the country (on the day of Mielke,s speech alone, so esti_
mated the police, a record r million). The refugees who tooktheir two_stroke
engine Trabbis across the Hungarian-Austrian border in late summer with
nothing but what they had packed for their annual vacation at Lake Balaton
had enacted their understandings of party, state, and country by seizing
the first oppodunity to flee. The people interpreting any ofthe events I just
described, homing in on Mielket words or Honecker,s or th. ao--.r,o.u
on the evening news, ventured theirs.

Bill Sewell (zoo5, tz7) argues that',events should be conceived ofas se_
quences of occurrences that result in transformations of structures. Such
sequences begin with a rupture of some kind_that is, a surprising break
with routine practice. . . . But whatever the nature of the initial rupture,
an occurrence only becomes a historical event, in the sense in which I L,"e
the term, when it touches of a chain of occurrences that durably tratrs_
forms pervious structures and practicesl What made the fall of r9g9 ..hot,,

in Eastern Europe, a 'transformational event,, in Sewell,s sense, is precisely
such a string ofoccurrences (or more basic events) building on each other
in an ampli$ing manner to what Abbott (2oorb, chap. 8) calls a ..turning

point," At the end stood the demise ofan institutional order (or structure).
Political epistemology, as I defined it in the preface, is a particular way of
looking at such institutional transformations by focusing on proc.rr"s of
understanding. In all ofthe events building up to thc dissolution of social_
ism, understandings were deployed in action or verbally or both. What was
new or disruptive about these deploymenl\ wxs lhit l rrntlc,rstandings were,
as in Mielke's speech, all of a sudden met with .r chlllcngc. ,rn ,,ne*pected
reaction or response. These had efiects on thc urrdcrslirndings themselves
in the sense that some got weakened, others \t rc|gt l)c trc(|. lr.,.kgr.,uud us_
sumptions came to be problematized, new rrD(lcrsli ln(l ings cnrcrged, old
ones got transformed. And all ofthis had ln clli,et orr thc rcproduction of
socialism as an institutional arrangemen(. lnIhcre||t i l i l t( l(.r0l.thcclt pterI

wil l crrlcr.rt rrrorc lhcor.t,t ic{l rrtrxlc ol Init lyl lr, t l l ttwittg ott Miclkclr spcccn

ls irrr cxaml,lc. Wh.rt I wil l cxlrlorf ir i, l i l i l ,  wll l l l  I ttrtrln try undcrstandiug

itnd by institttt ions as wctlirs f lr( ' ir i l l lcrfclrl l  iol l A l l iolPortant question in all

ofthis wil l bc how wc catt ittt i tginc l ltcsc cvcnts lo build onto each other' in

what today is frequerrtly c.rl led a "pl(lr-t lcpcnclcnt manner" (Pierson 2oo4'

zoff. i, both in maintait l i t l ts n(l .r ltcrirlg ir)sti lutional arrangements

TOWARD A SOCIOLOGY OF UNDERSIANDING

In the preface I defined Political €Pistemology as a particular field of inquiry'

As suci it needs a suitable method of analysis' For the purposes ofpolitical

epistemology it is imPortant that a method is chosen that does not lead to a

simple maiping between t'?€s of Polities and qpes ofknowledge making'

fnut *or,tal."I o, ttraight back to the comparison of forms that I argued

shouldbe avoided if we want to remain open to the possibility to learn from

the socialist expedence. Instead, it is imPortant to find a method ofinquiry

allowing for a genuinely dynamic analysis of t}le interactions between rn-

stitutiois and understandings. What is equally important is to devise an

analytical framework in which the relationship between power and under-

standing can actually by problematized Now that I have talked about it so

much, tf,e obvious question to begin with is, "What is understanding?"

Understanding and lts Modes

We say "I understandi' for example, when we want to emPhasize that we got

the meaning of a communication: when we feel we know what the world

looks like from another's perspective; when we grasP the significance ofan

event, a person, or an object; when webegin to see through other persons' in-

tentions and expectations; or when we finally know howto Play a particular

phrase on the plno. We say "now I understandl" whenweiusthad an insight'

when we tried to fit the Pieces ofa Puzzle together (game' murder mystery' of-

fice intrigue . . .) and finally have come to see how everlthing hangs together'

In all of i-hese cases, understanding is achieved in a process of orientation; it

emerges in the realization ofwhat is what, and where located in r€lation to

one another. This Process is at once analltical and synthetic' It involves the

diferentiation of i totality into elements and simultaneously their qualita-

lrtre integration. Orientation is principally indexical; it cannot be sought in

the abstract but mustbe undertaken relative to sPecific goals' desires' inten-

tions, interests, orpursuits, that is, from a particular point ofview'I2 As some-

12.Evenwhenun.lerstandingitselfbecomesthepursuit'oranentertainingpa(lorgame,either

previous endeavols ofa similar kind (anongoing Practice' a tradition) or some form ofsimula_

tion ("let us assume . . ") is neealecl to root and situate the process ofunderstanding'



l l t i tt l . l  wc rkr, trndcr.sl itt l( l ing citt l ir lsrr l)c sccn irs an inlcldcpr.rrrlcrrl lwo lt,vcl
orcl:ri lg ol l lrr world inlo l rronrclcvirrrt, blurry lrackgroun(l i l l l( l  i l  lrr(,y.,rt
foregrouncl t irrown into sharp relicl by specifying its conligurit ion. In eor_
sequence, understandings necessarily stipulate a particul;rjrorm in which
the world exisfs. In s um; Understanding is a process of orientation from within
a particulnr pursuit in a specirtc context, which orders relevant ;spects oJ the
worLd by simultaneously diferentiating and integrating it, thus stipulating a
p.ractical ontolog/.t3 Understanding can be undertaken for its own sake, for
the curiosity it satisfies, and for the pleasure it affords. yet, the preponderant
reason why we seek understanding is, as the hermeneutic tradition has ar_
gued time and again, that in the absence ofinstinctual determination we need
it b_ecause it enables us to act (e.g., Herde r ryfi,745ff.; Gehlen 997,32ff.)
_ 

In practice, understanding comes about in a number of different modes
deeply intertwined with each other. Analltically, however, it is useful to dis_
tinguish them because they achieve their constitutive ordering in different
ways, perhaps one could even say in diferent media offeringjlke oil, wa_
tercolor, orpastel for the painter, orcompass, sextant, clock, and map forthe
navigator-characteristic possibilities and limitations with regaj to how
they enable processes ofdiferentiation and integration. Technically speak-
ing, each_ mode has its own way ofproducing understanding, its own poet_
ics, which makes it relatively autonomous vis_it_vis the others. Each olour
five senses, for example, differentiates and integrates the world in character_
istic ways. And each sense can comment on the other in the production of
a synthetic impression ofan object. For instance, something that looks like
snowbut tastes sweet is in all likelihood rather powder sugar;lomebodywho
speaks like a communist but wears a designer suit is in all likelihood a salon
socialist (for a spy would not make so simple a mistake). The various sym_
bolic media in which we think-images, the natural and the various formal

13. As I have indicated in the preface, the concept ofunderstanding as I use it here stands in
the tradition ofhermeneutic social thought. Nevertheiess, as stated here it bears resemblance
with \M L Tlomasis notion of'lhe definition ofa situation, (1923, 42). In conjunction with the.Thomas 

theorern' G928, 572) it was coined anal used with the same constitutivc intentions as''und€rstanding" in the older iradition. I will r
it has senioriry rishts, b", "r." b*"-* Th.;:'":J:I j::.:i:lf:i::f : f '.""?.,,,J:,].:;;::::
undesirable voluntaristic connotations. I also prefer the term understanding to .\chema, 

as
the latter term, much like "knowledge' (see rhe discussion on pp. xxii xxj;), obscures the
processual charactet the becoming and necessary maintenance ofwh.rr it purports to deprct.
The term "framd' was originaly used by cofi.mann G9Z4) in a very diti.cfe,Dt sensc. Its recent
appropriation in the movemenrt lirerature (e.g., Snowet al. 1986) is problcm.rlic whcre ir aims
to do more than emphasize the instrumental character ofdeploying ccrtllin undcrstandiDgs.
Using it as a synonym for'tchema,,or .,r:nderstanding,, 

brings inro t)l.ry ir r.rthcr nisleading

r l l t rgulgcs l r r t lc t l l t t 'wotLl , t r rotr l l t rp lor l i l l t r t ' r t lpr i t lc i l ) lcs l  le lc '  l  (x) '  l l l t l

t t t r t l<; t r r t t i l ic l t ior t is i tn lx l t l l l t l t I r l I l rwsl)r l l ) ( ' l i t r l ic lct lu l ( l isct l rs ivclystr ivcsto
provi(lc i l  "bilntrce(l ' '  rtct r rttt l l  ol I l lc tt ' l i l l  ivc tt lcri ls ltrt l t icmcrits of two elcc-

toral cirndi(l ir lcs cil lr lx(olt l( ' l) irrl isi l l l  t l lr(tuSll lhe suPPlementary Photo-

graphs; a dil l icult lcxl eil l l  l)c(olnc lDorc transParent through a graph' and

so forth.
This wealth of possibilities notwithstanding, in what follows I will limit

mvself to onlv three modes, that is, discursive' emotive, and kinesthetic un-

derstandings. To see howtheyare difierent and yet coniointly constitutive of

certain objects, consider the theory of history as a succession of epoch de-

fining class conflicts. This discursive understanding may find an emotional

counterpart in the actual hatred ofpeople who are considered to be mem-

bers of the opposing class and the loving solidarity for members of oneh

own class. CorresPonding kin€sthetic understandings may be embodied in

certain patterns of movement through a cityscaPe, such that the terdtory

ofthe class enemy is avoided wherever possible while one's bodily Posture

changes with home and enemyterritory and the senses are exPosed to some

parts of the world rather than to others. Friend-foe distinctions are thus

made simultaneously in three diferent dimensions.

The restriction to a distinction between discursive' emotive, and kines-

thetic understandings owes itself, to some degree, to judgments of relevance

for the historical context under investigation in this book' It will become ap-

parent that the interaction betlveen emotive and discursive understandings

is important to aPpreciate the biograPhical trajectories ofboth communist

functionaries and dissidents. Close attention to kinesthetic understandings

is analytically also revealing in this particular case. In a city and a former

nation-state divided by a wall severing family and friendship networks arbi-

trarily into an eastern and a western h alf restrictions on movement are tm-

portant. In a country where activities in Public spaces ar€ tightly controlled'

the freedom to go or not to 80 to certain Places and to do or not to do certai n

things, the ability to see, hear, smell, taste, and touch certainthings becomes

one ofthe ultimate sources ofvalue. However, this study's limitation to dis-

cursive, emotiye, and kinesthetic understandings also owes itselfto the data-

gathering possibilities open to a historical ethnographer Even where I wish

I could have differentiated sensory modes of understanding more directly,

as for example in experiences of imprisonment, I could not do so for lack of

sufficiently detailed or sumciently Pl€ntiful data. A differentiation into vari'

ous kinds of symbolic media is not necessary' because the peopl€ I studied

have used mostly different registers of German (rather than game theory, for

example) to understand discursively the political world in which they lived'

However, where necessaryl will dilTerentiate ordinary spoken German from

the technical jargon ofthe party and that ofthe secret police Since my pri-



ruitry i lcccss point lo l hc |irsl ir r l irr orr rgr, cv(.n l ltc ir lcDtil icitt i()l l  ()l cnr0l ivc
and kinesthctic uudcrst n(l i l l l ls l)oscs l tct lro(lologicil l  challcngcs that l irrcc
me to consider them to a tluclr lcsscr rlt6r'cc l lr ln I should have likcd rnd
would have been possible in a participlt| l t ol)scrvirt ion study.

What are, then, some ofthe fundamental clifl-erences between the Doetics
ofdiscursive, emotive, and kinesthetic understandings? As a fully symbolic
mediltm, discourse is more flexible than any other in making complex dis
tinctions between a plentitude ofelements, their qualitative characteristics,
ways of existence, forms of connection, and so on. Precisely because they
are so versatile in enabling the kinds ofunderstandings we need for our ev-
erydaypursuits, natural languages often seem to blend with the world. Their
limits come to the fore only in moments where we seem to "bump up against
our languages," for example, when we become aware of lexical restrictions
(compelling us to borrow from other languages, or to forge neologisms),
suddenly bothersome conventions of language use (which we then might
feel tempted to transgress), as well as limiting grammatical forms (which
may urge us to think up noncanonical discourse or even to invent alterna-
tives, for example, formal languages).

Michael Silverstein (e.g., zoo4) has pointed out that the flexibility and
versatility of discourse owes itselfto the fact that it is perhaps better under-
stood as a plurality ofintersecting and interacting poetics that are projected
onto a singular strand of discursive behavior He places this insight into a
longer linguistic tradition in which various authors have proposed to grasp
this poetic complexity in diferent ways. lakobson (e.g., 196o) has provided
a much-cited approach in which he distinguishes six "functions" or levels
of semiotic operations characterizing every linguistic utterance in varying
degrees. He argues that besides communicating a particular content, utter,
ances are arranged more or less artfully; that they open channels of com-
munication while containing information about how to decode the mes-
sage; that they communicate something about the emotive and cognitive
state ofthe speaker while addressing the hearer in a particular way. More
recently, much interest has been garnered by Bakhtin's (€.g., r98r) notions
ofthe "dialogic" character of discourse, which he also describes as an im-
manent "heteroglossia" analyzable in terms of a simultaneity of diferent
"yoices" within one and the same text. The point ofhis analysis is to show
that one and the same text often sets various, possibly even contradictory,
perspectives in relationship to one another It is the particular merit oflin-
guistic anthropology to have explored the significance of the interactions
ofthese multiple poetics for the dynamics of interaction and ultimately the
macrocultural context (e.g., Silverstein rg93, 2oo4: Gal and Irvine zooo;
Keane zoo3).

A number ofintellectual traditions have expounded on the ways inwhich

sytt tbols i t t t r l  r t  l t t t l ior i  t l isct t ts ive t t t lc lets l i t t t t l i t tgs ct t i t l t l t  l t t t t t t r t t t  bci t tg 's

to csci l )c lhe st t i ( tuIcs ol  thc i | l  r rccl i i l lc  . I  r l l lcx l  (  t l  i t , ,  l io l t , r r  ' l l lc i r  cot t rnrol t

dcrronr i t r i r lor . is l l ra lsynr lxr ls i r tLrwbutt t . t t r lx i r rgsl l lc(r t ' ) l ) rcscl l t i l t ionol- t i re
il l)sctrt, bollr in tcrtr)s ol l i lnc i l l l( l  sPilre syltt lrols cit lt lr i l ttsl irtc t lrc there and

tlrctr into lhc hcrc 0Dd now or etlttvct sely oPctt thc ltc rc i l trd trow to a there and

then. l hus symbols rlo Irot otrly cxpit trt l t)u r spitt i ir l  horizon beyond eyesight

and earshot. l hey also sPitrl trP tctnporality as we know it '  with a past bleed-

ing into the present constantly ready to leap ahead of itself into a future ln

thi way, symbols affordhumans a world besides the world' a fifth dimension'

ifyoulike:in which theycan play with ifs and ors, combinations and recom-

binations. Symbols and with it discourse afford human beings imagination'

fantasy, counterfactuals, purefiction' Inthe realm ofdiscourse' theworld can

be difierentiated and integrated in the lofty modality ofthe "as'if"

The poet\cs of emotive understandings cannot even be thematized as long

as emo;ions are seen as erratic unsystematic eruptions For rationalists' the

very term emotive understanding is but a contradiction in terms rs Even

thoueh the sentimentalists, the romantics, and other critics ofthe Enlight-

enmJnt had already emphasized "passionl' "sentimentl' or "affection' as a

valuable source of orieniation difierent and yet connected to reason' a real

breakthrough came only with the work of Freud ln his wake it became

commonplace that our actions are only poorly comprehended as oriented

by discursive understandings alone lnstead he has shown how they are iust

as much guided by our (partially unconscious) wishes and fears' desires

and aversions (zoooe) What is more, our discursive understandings of the

world, our very rationality along with our efforts to maintain ourselves and

our social standing, all need to be sponsored by desires to become efec-

tive (zooof).16 Thus, emotiv€ understandings structure the world in the first

instance into variously desirable and undesirable comPonents that attain

14, Among them are, besides the alrea'ly mentioned classics of hermeneutic social thought'

American pragmatism (e g., James r9t6, r97t; Dewey 1997)' early soviet psychology and lin-

guistics (esp. Vygotsky 1975,1986; volosinov 1973), the German PhilosoPhical anthropologyof

ihe r9"os a.td r93os (e.g.' Cassirer 1997; Gehlen 1997)' and phenomenology (e g 
' 

Schntz and

Luckmann 1984, 1981)

15. In his ideal-t)?ical scheme ofaction, even Weber (1980) still considers "affective' and "tra_

ditional ' (i.e., habituated) action to hover at the margin of hat can be called meaningtul-

18. Freud has called our ordering of the world through desire the pleasule ptittciple He e'r,-

phasiz€d that we cannot live by ilesire alone, because we come to understand that following uP

on pleasure and displeasure may actually hurt us in the long run He called rcality prilLiple rhe

formation ofmeta understandings allowing us to Ponder whether or not we should follow our

desires. Even though the latter may take shaPe in the form ofdis€unive exhortations (internal'

ized as a voice of authority) these, Freud makes clear' would remain ineffective if they wer€

not themselves invested with desire.
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t l lc i r  Prr l icul i l r  qul l i ly  in l l tc  corrrsc ol  cx|cr icncc.  Ac(ordi t lg to l i rcu( l ,
clcsi|cs lrrd avcr.sions 0tic|l i tcl iolt by dirccti l lg it. I lut thcy clo Dot d<t so in
an unambiguous flshion; instclt l, I hcy can quickly draw us into a maelstrom
ofdifferent directions. The possibility oftherapy shows that these configura,
tions of desire can be rearranged not only in ordinary lived life but alio Oy
systematic efforts to work with them (zooob).

I understand emotions as the specific qualitative forms desire and aversron
can take. The pioneering work of Silvan Tomkins (r962; 1963) on individual
emotions ("shamel' 'Tearj' 'hngerj, etc.) has yielded valuable insights about
their poetics (Nathanson 1992). In comparison with discursive understand-
ing, the poetics of emotion follows a much more limited, less differentiable,
but also a much more immediate and thus forceful, way of understanding.
Emotions diferentiate between four classes of elements: feeling subjects,
objects (which can literally be anlthing including things, fantalies, other
people, sell thoughts, other feelings, activities, situations), emotive conrrec_
tors (e.9., shame, love, hate, fear, curiosity, ange! frustration, nostalgia),r?
and finally triggers. They integrate these elements in the for- of epild.,
such that the trigger gives rise to an emotive connection between subjectand
object, which becomes available to the subject in altered states of mind
and body.r3 This ordering is oriented in two ways. Emotions, their strength
and clariry highlightthe rekvance of tlte object to the subject. And by virtue
of the fact that emotions are experienced as pleasurable or displeasurable,
they create powerful motives for the subject to seek more or less-exposure to
the object in the future. Emotions are immediately available to u; through
altered bodily states that make us present in our bodies and in the here and
now. Even though there is still much controversy over what emotions arc
and how they work (and even whether they do constitute a unified set of
phenomena (e.g., Grifith 1997), there is little disagreement today that emo-
tions are key in signaling the relevance ofvarious elements ofthe world ro
us (Frijda, Manstead, and Bern zooo; Reddy zoor). Thereby (acknowledged

17. fhe question ofwhether or nor there aie biologically encoded ,.basic 
emotions,, (e.g., Tom_

krns 1962' r963j lzard r97r; Ekman r97z) that can be usefuuy distinguished from culturally
variant "highei' or 'tognitiv€" emotions is mure for the purposes ofthissrudy(see Ekman and
Davidson lr994l for a positive and Reddy lzoor] and Gflffith [1997] for a criiical evaluatton ot
this claim). All that matters here is the much less controversial proposition that emotions can
provide orientations that are at least partially autonomous from discourse (for a support ofthis
claim see especially Damasio 1994, 1999; and Ledou_r 1996).
18. Often the objecr is the trigger, for example, when lovers see their beloved and embrace them
in love. But this is not necessarily the case. Lovers might become awash in feeiings oflove for
their beloved while being reminded ofthem through the gesrures of a rhird perso-n. tmotions
also do not always have a specific object or trigger; sometimes objects and trigge.s b.com.
generalized (everlthing feels the same way), in which casewe speak ofmoods.

l lr( l '  r l" irrl1rui, lrrit l lr ir, t|rrl Inrl l lul lrrlr i

ot  lo l ) ,  ncwct er)() l i l ) l r ,  rcsci l r ! l l  fonr( ' r  l t i t rk lo l l tc  okl l t  l l tc t r t l i l r t  i r ts ig l t t

l l l i l l  crrol io ls,  l l r i r l  is ,  ( tuLl l i l i r l ively ( l i l l i ' r rn l i r r l f ( l  ( lcs i r fs i ln( l  i tv t ' ts ions,  nto-

tivi l l io|l i l l ly l l(rol< trs lo tlrc workl,
' lhc poct ic l i rn i ls  o l  urodcs ol  urr lcrs lurrr l i rg l lc  o l t t ' r r  l l re l l ipsidcs of their

strengl hs. l,:nr()l i()ns lrc i l twirys l i)cused on I lr( sulifct. I carr not I 'eel (without

intervening synrtrols) thc Icllt ionslrip l)clwcc'r lwo lrbitrary objects,let us

say two people, unless I identi ly with onc ol thcm. Otherwise I can only feel

how their relationship affects me, from which I can then draw inferences in

some symbolic medium about their relationship.In this sens€ (and only this

sense) the adage that emotions are whollysubiective, that is, incapable ofob-
jective ways oflooking at the world, is quite to the point. Although emotive

understanding has in its unfolding its own temporality, and although it can

acquire temporality in the sense that one particular emotional episode con-

nects us to similar episodes in the pastwhile also creating expectations about

the futwe, such temporality can only be attained through syrnbolic media-

tion. The current fear ofbears can only become a fear of future encounters

withbears through q'rnbolic intervention (minimallyone needs the image of

abear). A fortiori, and perhaps even more importantly, emotions do not have

a subjunctive mode, that is, they cannot be entertained hlpothetically. They

are there or they are not, and if they are not, they can only be represented

symbolically. Feeling an emotion is, however, very different from symbol-

izing it.t' Yet, often the process of representing emotions in discourse goes

hand in hand with profound transformations ofwhat we feel. As a first step

this ti?ically goes hand in handwith a shift in the object ofthe current emo-

tive understanding away from the world to the represented emotion. In this

sense we use words to entertain regrets about €motions past or hopes about

better feelings. In effect, then, emotive understandings are firmly rooted n

the present, much more so than discursive understandings whose media-

tion between here and there, then and now may also make us feel lost in the

nowhere. The space of imagination, the fifth dimension ofhuman life, can

quickly turn into the limbo ofneither here nor there, neither now nor then.

These tlvo characteristics of emotive understandings, their subject-centricity

and embodied presentism, allowthem to be especially effective indicators of

relevance for the presence. Emotions, not discourse, make us feel alive.

The poetics of kinesthetic understandings arranges bodies or parts of

bodies, most importantly our live senses, in time and space (Gehlen 1997

r75; Gebauer and wulf 1992, chap. z). Its differentiating principle is the play

19. Seen from this perspective, there is a gap left by the extant anthropology (e.9., Lutz 1988i

Rosaldo rgSo) andsociology ofemotions (e.g., Hochschild r989)by having focused much more

on localdiscourses about emotions than on their actual Feelins. Civcn lhc cDormous methodo

logical difliculties involved in studlng the feelingofemoiions this is, ol-cor.rrsc, not surprising.



ol pr('! icncc( i ln(l i tb$cnccs, ol spll idl "hclc. lrrrl rrol lhcre," lnrl I lcnryxr-
rir l now, but trot l l)cn" l irr it lrorly rrr any ol rts l) i lr t\. l l lc i l tcgr.l l i trg priD_
ciple o[kiDesthetic undenitandings is the sequcnciDg ol t lrc ..mow_he 

res,', or
'thronotopes" (Bakhtin 1981), in front ofan undilierentiated backsround of
relevant temporal and spatial extensions. of inaccessible now theres, then_
theres, here-thens (which can be made visible through symbolic mediation).
There is an old saw that illustrates in a flash what I mean. It goes somethrng
like this. "Playlng the piano is totally simple: you just have to hit the right
keys, at the right moment, for the right duration with the correct fingers
and do this again and again." For the purposes ofthis study it is imporiant
to see that kinesthetic understanding is not only manifest in the skills of
musicians, artisans, or sportswomen, it is for example also pa of seating
arrangements at dinner tables, the walking patterns oftourists, shoppers, or
workers. What is particularly interesting about these larger s.ul. ,"qu.rr..,
is that they ground the body in a particular sensual perspective. They gov_
ern what is seen, heard, smelled, tasted, and touched, In other words, they
spatially and temporally structure experience. At the same time, contingent
events produce orderings ofpeople and objects invested with particr a;n-
derstandings. They associate people and/or objects in comple-an,"ryp.o*-
imity; theyalsojuxtapose people and/or objects becoming obstacles for each
other, triggering related emotive understandings. Thus the very kinesthetic
aspect of events can become a wellspring ofnew understandings, forming
the root ofwhat Sewell (zoo5) has emphasized as the transformational char_
acter ofevents. Since bodily movements are part of almost everyaction, kin-
eslhetic understandings play a significant role in the development ofagency,
which becomes actually performing the differentiations and sequencing in
question. In the case of East Germans, the significance of kinesthetic un_
derstandings for a sense of agency was for many citizens dramatically high_
lighted by the fact that spatial mobilitywas limited not only by the Wall Lut
also by a number ofother spatial regimes enforced througtr the aljotment of
apartments, vacation spots, means and speed oftravel, and the like.

These different poetics enable a number ofinteresting dynamic relation_
ships or dialectics between discursive, emotive, and kinesthetic understand_
ings. First, there is mutual commenting, which maybe both amplifdng and/
or differentiating. On the one hand the mutually amplifying coordination of
discourse, emotion, and bodilymovement is central to anysuccessful ritual;
it is the mutually supportive coordination ofmany layers ofunderstanding
as an encompassing experience that lends it reproductive or transforma_
tive epistemic force. In chapter r, I will show how such an aliqnment was
moralized as the ideal ofthe new socialist hunran being, and how state p.o_
paganda did in fact try to create it intentionally not only within designated

ptoPlsatrtl i t cvcll ls l)t lt l l lso itt i  i t 1.1t'tt l trt l  rrrttrl l l l trtt tr l sociit l i$t l i lc Olt t l lc

0thcr hlrtd, wc l l l  ktr()w tl l i l t  l l l(,sc wllo wrttr l l  ttr Inkc lrrtr pttsturcs' Scslures'

Itrcl cttrotittnll displirys ls rltrrrl i l ir ir l iotts ol wltit l  wc srty ' l lrc simultaneous

pcrlirrrrrlrrce rrl t l i l lcrcttl ntttt les ol ttttt lctstlt l tt l i tr l l  cln reveal ambiguities

or cvcn c(mtrldictiotrs l l ' l irt l) l iEll l  t i t l<e rrs l ly sLrrprise if we could see them

side by sicle. Now inaginc rr trtrly Slrlkcspcarean plot. What hapPens to the

exemplary communist who talks, f'eels, and walks class warfare, if, P€rhaPs

at first unbeknownst to her, she falls in love with a bourgeois beauty? The

question is, then, under what circumstances would the emotive understand-

ing prevail or fail? Under what conditions would this love lead to the trans-

formation of the kinesthetic and discursive understandings? What would

the social arrangements have to look like for contradictory understandings

to continue to coexist reasonably peacefully?

Second, changes in understandings sometimes begin in one modality

to spread only later to others. Discourse can be both leader and trailer for

kinesthetic and emotive understandings. To stay within the above example:

class-hatred can be cultivated in response to the theory ofhistory as class

warfare. And yet, that theory may make sense precisely because one felt

first uncomfortable encount€ring certain kinds of people in certain loca-

tions. Such lags in the ordering ofthe world produced by different modes

ofunderstanding will be significant in later chapters plotting the dynamics

ofpolitical understandings among Stasi olficers, opposition members, and

secret informants.

Mielke again

Armed with this set oftheoretical understandings about understandings, we

can now orient ourselves in Mielke's speech by differentiating and integrat-

ing it according to the principles just discussed l have already described

the situation in which he speaks. The Pursuit from within which Mielke

performs his understandings is a justification of the Stasi in the face oftwo

main lines ofattack. There are party-internal critics who have voiced their

concern that the secret Police continued as a Stalinist holdout after the dic-

tator's death, a "state within a statd'that has been chiefly resPonsible for

corrupting the good intentions ofwell-meaning communists Their cdtique

converges with that ofa wider population not necessarily committed to so-

cialism, which has come to see in th€ Stasi the agency that epitomizes the

abuses of governmental power-as manifested most recently in the mass

arrests and police brutality in the context of the fortieth anniversary cel-

ebrations, Mielke answers these criticisms with a speech that is, although

short and anything but beautiful, a virtual enactmertt of the party's social
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(Soclollst) cflmp ol poace
represonlation

(Capil l l l l$l)  cump ol war

Figure 0.1. The socia isl social imaginary according to lvlielke

imaginary.'?o Mielke discursively differentiates his political world into a
number ofrelevant players: There is a shifting "wd'; there are the "employ-

ees in the Ministry of State Securityi'the "People's Chamberl'the "working

people," the "socialist camp'(also known as the'tamp ofpeacd') and, with-
out naming it, the nonsocialist world (implicitly identified with the 'tamp
ofwar"). At its core, this is a concentrically structured order in whose focal
point rests the pafy, the root of the "we;' the target of his actually per
formed and until quite recently normatively prescribed identification and
self-location. From this center radiate party state organizations, such as the
Peoplet Chamber and the Stasi. Mielke frequently identifies both of these
organizations through their link to the center. Members ofboth organiza-
tions are to him comrades in arms through and with the party for a shared
goal. And thus to him anybody in this second circle can be naturally ad-
dressed in the informal second person.2r The outer circle, finally, is made up
of'the (working) people." This order specifies the fundamental claim ofthe
socialist government to legitimacy as o/the proletariat through the party Jor
the proletafial against the capitalist exploiters.

20. The term imaginary is oflacanian origin and was introduced into the social sciences by
Castoriadis (1987). Recently Charles Taylor (2oo4) has renewed interesr in it. What I mean Dy
"social imaginary" is an integrated (but not necessarily coherent) set ofdiscursive, emotive and

kinesthetic understandings about social life. As such itis more encompassing than ideology

21. ln standard cerman, formal address calls for the use ofthe third Derson plural in connec-

tionwith "Herr:' "Fraul' or title.

l l r i r l . t ! l r ru l lhUr l t , l l l lon,  ! r l ( r  lNr l r ror l (n} l

Miclkt ' t l r tcs t rot  spcci ly l l l  l l rc r ' l r r l iorrnl t l l rB l l ( ' lwcct l  lhc v i t r iot ts plr tycrs

dilcctly. l lut givcrr t lrc irrrlcxit ul Irgir ol l l tt 'rrvt 'rtt l l  lr lr lcl, l l tc ttt l  tt i t lnctl ottcs

crn c i rs i ly  bc in l i r rcr l  l r r r r l r is t [ 's t I i I t i r t t ] ( t l (c l l lc t .pcr ip l rcryrc lat ions.  lhe

not ions ol  ( lu ly i r l r l  c i t tc l igt t t t ' I tot t t i t l ( ' t r l ly  i r r  l l l is  lcsPcct.  Mielke charac

tcrizcs t lrc rclir l iorrsll ip ol l lrc Sllsi I ( t l l l( '  worl<ittg l ' tcoplc as a dedicated form

ofcaregiving eDcurnpilssi g I l lc r)l i l  ir r tcttatrcc ol peace, the strengthening of

the economy, the representirtion ol'intcrests, the lending ofvoice. The rela-

tionship ofcaring obtains an interesting note through the rePeated use ofthe

possessive in describing the centeri ownership of the periphery: "our Ii.e ,

the party'sl employees in the Ministry. . ." and'bur li.e., the Stasi'sl people""

In the other direction Mielke invokes th€ duty ofthe Stasi to provide "first-

rate information" to the center here and elsewhere in the socialist world.

By presenting the Stasi as a duty-bound caregiver, he indirectly Presents
an expectation of the party to behave likewise vis-i-vis the secret Police.
Feeling increasingly singled out and Put on the sPot, this is what his own

officers expected him to demand when they watched him give this speech

on television. Finally, using the standard socialist trope of the "sons and

daughters ofthe worklng peoplel' Mielke describes the center as generated

by the periphery in such a way that the center can truthfully be seen as a Part
capable of representing the whole.

Mielke emotionally situates himself vis-d-vis this discursively con-

structed order. He presents his model ofcare and duty relations with solem

nity; the possessives are saturated with pride. And so is his enumeration of

the achievements of the Stasi. There is also exasperation in Mielke's voice,

accessible to the observer through a number of ellipses carrying a sense of

"you know alreadyi' "all of this is self-evident," "why do I need to tell you

nowl'There seems to be some unacknowledged fear in his hlperbole ofin-

sisting on the contact with "the people," or when he repeatedly emphasizes

that the Stasi has transmitted all the relevant information about the coun-

try's problems to the appropriate Places. Yet, there also appears to be hope

in Mielke, that reminding everybody ofthe common core assumptions has

the power to hold together what seems to fall apart. Wtrat is remarkable in

watching the speech is its emotional arch: he begins with solemn calm, and

through the challenges he works himself into a desperate Passion, to then

finally vacate the podium disoriented by the lacking applause that iust weeks

ago would have been certain to come forth,

When Mielke describes the relationshiP between the Stasi and the work-

zI. Interestingly, this combination ofduty, care, andpossession mirrors Prussianking Frederic

the Great's "l am the frrst seFant ofmy state;'which is, as an article offaith in German national-

ism (demonstrating superiorityoverLouisXIVI "t-ttatc'est moi") Whcthcr Mielke or anybod)

watchins him then had associations ofthis kind is hard to tell.



ing pcoplc crrrphirtit, ir l ly us orrc ol "cxtr.uortl irrirri ly high conlrret," lr is spccclr
bccorlcs dcll i lcr.l l i tr.t lrc l ir.st l i l tc. ' l l lc intctvcnli(nt itt this pfc(iric Inontclrt
is, in kecping witlr l lrc lr istolicirl situit l i()n, at oncc surPrising arrtl Prcclict_
able. On the onc haucl, Micll<cls clLrint is no nolc that) a rnuch_rcDcated acl_
age ofthe pady-a credo ccntral to its legitimacy. Hnd it been presented to
the same assemblyon January r3 ofthe same year, it would have passed with_
out further comment; had it been made on September 13. careful observers
might have noticed a number of raised eyebrows, furrowed foreheads, or
pained smiles in the hall. On the other hand, making it now, on November
r3, simply makes his performed understandings appear so inadequate to
enough members of the audience that they laugh it otrpublicly. The reason
is simple: the connection between the party-state, its organs. and the people
has been at issue during the last four weeks ofpolitical turmoil. As Mielke rs
speaking I million people are gathering in several bigger cities throughout
the country to participate in this day,s Monday demonstrations, the biggest
so far on record, to press for the continuation and deepening of political
reforms. The slogan galvanizing these demonstrations is Wir sind ias Volk!
(We are the people!), indicating that the government claiming to represent
the people has lost contact with it. yet to Mielke this point of.orrtuJ to th"
working people is central. He emphasizes this gesturaily by putri ng his hand
to his heart while he is responding to his critics.

When Mielke goes on to celebrate the successes ofthe Stasi in maintain_
ingpeace and strengthening the economy, when he presents these successes
as commonlyshared knowledge among comrades in the hub ofhis concen_
tric socialist universe, he gets interrupted again. Interestingly the heckler
does not attack Mielke's substantive claims, both ofwhich have been chal_
lenged by the events ofthe preceding weeks as well as throuqh the debates rn
the People's Chamber immediately preceding his speech. The very notion of
the "maintenance ofpeace" obtained a different ring in wider circles of the
population through the thousands ofarrests and allegations ofpolice abuse
for which the Stasi was often thought to be responsible. As for the situation
ofthe economy, the party leadership just had to undergo a sobering recon_
sideration of its actual state (cf Schiirer 1996; Krenz 1999), whicl led to
the demise of Giinter Mittag, the politburo member in charge of economic
affairs who was, together with Mielke. one ofHonecker's cloJest confidants.
And in the barely four days in which the Wall has been open, z million of
the GDR's nearly r7 million citizens, who in their majority scarcely harbored
illusions about the economic situation in their country to begin with, have
felt compelled to revise their comparative assessment ofthe standard ofliv_
ing in East Germany further downwarcl. In view ofthis, the heckler,s call to
order insisting that not every rncntbcr of lhc l)eople,s Chamber is a party
member might sound rathcr hannlcss, bccnusc i1 does not seem to challenge

Miclkelr clainrs uboUl thc Sli lsi ls ei)rttri l tttt iotts lo l l tc ( i l) l{ ' .r cctttronry, which

is oncc irg,irirr prcscnlc(l os irn rclricvcrueltt. Artt l yct, thc hccklcr'.s inlcrvcn-

lion is i,r /)(tcl,trr l l lcrrly .r l ir l l  blowtr rl l i tcl< orr thc vcry core of Mielkei

ruDtlcrslantl ings, bccirusc i l ( lcrrics thc ti lkcrr l i tr griullcd unity ofthe center

thc corrr,rurrl lrrs bctwccu tlrc heckler irncl Miclkc, between the SED and the

b!ock partics, ancl by cxten$ion between the People's Chamber and the Stasi,

rnd in the last instance between the Party and the people. Even if these

consequences might not have been fully discursively articulable by the heck-

ler, he certainly began to make this break in his emotive understandings,

which come most clearly to the fore in the fact that he is obviously vexed by

Mielke's speech and what it implies about him.

The understandings inherent in Mielke's retort to the heckler can perhaps

best be described as those ofa "loving but misunderstood father" who inter-

twines two lines of defense. The first addresses what to him aPPears as the

correction ofthe facts underlying the, inhis eyes, unjust withdrawal ofaffec-

tion by the heckler who is treated like an errant son. Mielke argues that the

diferentiation insisted upon by the heckler is in fact merely a nominal one.

No doubt, until quite rec€ntly this was true. The other parties represented

in the Peoplet Chamber were completely assimilated into the national front

dominated by the ruling SED.I That fact is even documented in practice

during the very same session of the People's Chamber. When time comes

to elect a new prime minister (Vorsitzender des Ministerrates), everlthing

goes ahead according to the old script: The SED nominated a candidate of

its own (Hans Modrog the Dresden party chief who has the rePutation to

be a reformer), and the chamber votes in his favor-if not entirely unani

mously this time, for one member votes against him.'?a The outcome of this

election was therefore preordained in the old sense. And yet, the fact that

Mielke's insinuation leads to tumultuous Protest indicates that the heckler's

understanding ofa real difference between the parties is in fact more widely

shared in the house. The unity at the hub ofa concentric model ofsocialism

shows cracks in performance. And it is noteworthy that there was a second

election this day. The house needed a new speaker. This election became

23. This does not mean that the block parties were not, in the early years of the GDR, kept sepa

rate precisely because this distinction could be taken as a real distinction by outside observers.

But then the ideology of the party also still assumed that there were de facto different classes in

the GDR needing their own representation even if in alliance with the party of the Proletariat-

However, later it was assumed that the GDR had established the basic structures of socialism

that entarled that there lverc no longer any real class differences. Hence, there was no need for

representational differentiation.

24. This made for an awkward moment as the video recording ofthe session shows. The par

liamentarians voted byopen hand sign. Once the newly elected speaker announced the result,

everybody turned around to find out who had voted no.



cor)trnty lo cusl(nlt it lully (ontl)cli l ivc l||1r(.rf i wll lt l t l lcf| l i t l ivc ciut(l idiltcs,
sccond rounds, iuld tl l . ' l lrc otrtcornc ol t lt ir l e[.r l iorr w{s c(nrtingctrt, opc|_
ing new vistlts of possibil i t ie$.r5 lhc l)ct4rlc',r ( )lr irrrrbcr scssiolr as a whole
shows understandings on the nrove.

It is Mielke's second line of defense, however, that makes his last public
act as a GDR leader appear farcical in the eyes of so many observers. He
fleshes out his political understandings by adding a further relational di-
mension to his concentric model of socialism. He insists that addressing
the parliamentarians as comrades is an expression of "natural love for hu,
manltnd" (nat rliche Menschenliebe). And for that he earns applause from
some quarters. Obviously, that too struck a chord with some members of
the assembly, not least, perhaps, because it was an antidiyisional move. The
next two times Mielke gears up to continue with his speech by invoking his
love, he is answered with uproar, which may still be mostly the echo ofthe
reaction to his argument that the distinction between comrades and mem,
bers ofother parties is merely formal in nature. When he adds, increasing
volume, pitch, and emphasis, 'hll human beings," many in the hall burst
into laughter. Mielke's understanding is thus branded as an absurdity, and
right into his face bymen and women whojust weeks ago would have falien
head over heels to assure him oftheir solidarity. And all Mielke knows to
do in this moment is to repeat the same understanding and connect it with
a public declaration of commitment in an effort to authenticate it. But then
he catches himself; with an apology accompanied byhumorous gestures, he
tries to stitch together what has so obviously come apart.

Forms of Validation

Mielke's speech, and in particular his exchange with the audience, shows an
interesting contrasting deployment ofpolitical understandings, some discur_
sive and some emotional, some kinesthetic. This exchange is notablebecause
it catches a moment when several people's understandings, which were not
too long ago still aligned with one another, begin to show clear signs ofdif-
ferentiation. The commonplaces of yesterday, the array of taken-for-granted
assumptions about the world, become challenged. Mielke,s claims about tne
Stasit successes, his declaration oflove for humankind, appear absurd-but
only relative to some newer understandings that for some reason seem mole
adequate to the current historical moment. From the perspective of those

25. lt would be quite interesting to find out what ied the memb€rs ofthe house to proceed
during different parts of the session according to difierent procedural logics mixing old ritual
with the entirely unheard ol Alas,living far away from archives and participants,I had no op_

Portunit'' to Pursue it bn the sidcl'

wlttlsc tttrderslitttt l i trgs l lcc.nrc rlpidly lrrtttsk rt tttcrl '  l .tttt 'Pll l l i l l lncnli lr i ir l)s

inclLrrlcd, M ielkc 'rppcat s strtch A ttt l t l t trs, y|slt ' t t lrry's | 'r twcrlit l  ttrrttr who in-

st i l lcd lcspcct antl l l ' i tr in nl0 ny l)cc1)ll lcs it r l objcr I ol l ir ' l ictr lc Ol course, the

contrrst bclwccrr thc old and tltc ncw iri l ir l ly irrt lcxicll, l irr t l l  of the mem

bers ol patl i irmcnI togcthcr scctlrc(l stuck, t(x), in thc cyes ofthose whose

understandings moved still fastcr'. Ihis inclrrdes the wider poPulation who

never quite saw the world as the party did and many of whom had already

visited west Berlin. In fact, this very Peoplet Chamber debate confirmed

for manyoutside obseryers that the systemwas incapable of truly reforming

itseli The near unanimous vote for the new prime minister was commonly

cited as prooffor this assessment. Given this glimPse into aProcess oftrans-

formation the question appears, how could we possibly account for such a

movement in understanding? How could we begin to think about the influ-

ence ofan event such as this People's Chamberdebate on the understandings

ofthose who participated in it or followed in it in the media?

The embodied PadiciPation in an event, its Perception through the

senses, the feelings it triggers, and the attemPt to interyret discursively what

is going on may suggest difierentiations and/or integrations other than the

ones brought into the event. In Marshall Sahlins' (e.g., 1987 r45) felicitous

expression, they are Put at "riskl' Wlatever the individual member ofpar-

liament or GDR citizen may have thought or felt about Mielke before the

televised November 13 session ofthe People's Chamber' their very witness-

ing of Mielke heckled, Iaughed at, and sent from the Podium without even

as much as a final aPPlause, their exPerience that these occurrences were

no longer marked and reacted to as unwanted "incidences" (e.g., by im-

mediately reprimanding hecklers, interrupting proceedings, or at l€ast their

broadcasting) may have suggested to People new understandings ofthe man

Mielke (e.g., as "ridiculous" rather than "powerful') and the organization

he represented (e.g., as "no longer in control" rather than 'bmnipresent")'

Although events may suggest a restructuring ofunderstandings in progress'

these suggestions do not necessarily crowd out previous understandings'

lnstead, the process oftransformation is tlpically more gradual; neither are

older understandings given uP right away, nor are newer differentiations

and inlegrations transpiring from events accePted instantaneously

The best way to think about such transformations is to see understand-

ings as having two basic dimensions. Besides the ordering dimension saying

something about the world (the dimension I have discussed so far), there

is an ownership dimension indicating how "reliablel' "usefull' or 'tertain"

this ordering appears to us. This distinction about degrees and quality of

ownership is reflected by lexical differentiations we feel compelled to make

regarding our discursive understandings. In Present'day standard English'

for example, people may choose carefully between the Phrases "l understand



t l l i l l l " ' l  suspf( t  l l rat l " ' t  bcl icvc lhat ,"  or ." l  krrow t l r l t , , ,  Whi lc, ,unt lerstrncl
iug" iurpl ies l i t l lc  nrorc than grxsping lhc s igni l ie i r r r r r . ,o l  lhc ordcr ing nl
hand (possibly uttered with syrnpathy for why ouc rrriry errd up or<leriug
the world thus), "knowing" conveys trust that the ordcring is indeed ,,trud,

in conjunction with the beliefthat this could be demonstrated in some ac
ceptable way. These discursive differentiations are also used as metaDhors ro
designate degrees ofcertainty in emotive or kinesthetic understandings. Ac-
cordingly, we speak of"uncertain," "lukewarm," or "strong" feelings is well
as of a "waveringi' "steadyi' or "surd' hand in accomplishing a kinesthetic
task. In other words, ifpeople thought before that ..Stasi 

is the most power-
ful organization in the country" their witnessing of the people,s Chamber
session has certainly raised doubts.

Thinking in terms ofvarious degrees and/orkinds ofcertainty directs our
attention to understandings that do not have this characteristic, that is, un_
derstandings we think are "misguidedi' "misplacedj, .,inappropriatej, ,.im-

plausiblel' "merely hypothetical," or even plain "falsel, What we need to dif_
ferentiate, then, are actual understandings, that is, those we do in facthold in
some way, using them to ori€nt our actions and merely tossible understand_
ings, that is, those we do not enact because their orientational benefits are
suspect. What we need to comprehend, then, is how our understandings do
become actualized with various kinds and degrees ofcertainry (cf. S;dler
zoor). The theoretical framework to answer this question is the cornerstone
of chapters 3 and 4, but I will provide a brief summary ofit here.

My central argument is that understandings come to be actualized or
deactualized (if you like inhabited) through process es of yalidation. Ana_
lltically I distinguish three different kinds of engagements with the wo d
producing three distinct forms ofevents with validating efects that de facto
produce various kinds and degrees of ownership in understandings. There
are, 6rst. our interactions wilh other human beings in which we check their
understandings against ours. Not everybody's approval or disapproval, be_
lief, knowledge, or sense ofreality matters to us. Instead, we make a number
of distinctions about whom we are taking seriously in what way and in which
context. This is to say that we are enmeshed in highly diferentiated networks
of authority relations with other human beings whose performance oftheir
own understanding or direct verbal validation ofours we endow with vali
dating force.,6 I call this form ofvalidation recognition-Take Erich Mielke,s
speech before the Peoplet Chamber again. His discursivelyand emotionally
relevant understanding that Stasi had a close relationship with the people

26. That these networks can not simply be taken as determining ..structurd 
but must b€ un_

derstood as prccesses in various degrees of institutioralization will become apparent below
and especially in chapter 4.

l ln lcrr lao( l tur !  Fol l l tor ,anoln6lr t rn lonn

wirs la rrglrcrl rtwrty by $olle rlcnll)cr$ wlr t l l ttn vltt ltttt ' t l lo tccoglrizc it r lc8,,

t ivcly. lhc lacl lhilt Micll(c reoelc(l l( '  l lrc lurglrlft i tt i l  ( lclcnsivc way shows

lhat hc i lccc|lc(l thc laughirrg Plrl i irrrtcrrl iuii l tts i ls itul lx)ri l ics, or at least that

hc lc rcti t lr irt othcrs ulight l i lkc lhcDr i ls su(ll.

Second, thcrc is t lrc cxpcricrrce ol lhc rclirt ivc success and failure ofour

actions thrt are always structurcd by trrore or less explicit understandings

of the world. Understandings becon.re validated because they are seen ret-

rospectiv€ly as useful guides to achieve what we wanted to accomPlish. In

other words, the "as if" implicit in understanding apPears to be "true." Un-

derstanding and world seem to melt into each other. Conversely, if we fail

we may account for this failure by pointing to misunderstandings we think

now might have led us astray. Moreover, we often undertake litde tests that

we invest with validating power. Scientific experiments are tests ofthis sort

as much as trials of courage, or probes of the limits of friendship or love.

I call this form of validation direct corroboration Through the course of

events in the People's Chamber, Mielke's implicit understanding about the

distribution of roles between him and the parliamentarians was negatively

corroborated. The effect was quite visible in his discombobulation. When

we draw conclusions from an event on whose unfolding we had no signifi

cant influence (say a historical event) for the validity of our understandings,

indirect corroboration occurs. During his speech he argued that €conomrc

success and the maintenance ofpeace dudng the past forty years Positively
corroborated the work of the Stasi and ipso facto the understandings on

and through which it proceeded. The kind ofcorroboration at stake here is

indirect. One ofthe central problems ofpolitical understandings is that the

most interesting ones can only be corroborated indirectly.

Finally, there is a "holding up'ofparticular understandings against what

else we believe, know, or take for real against our desires as well as against

our values. Understandings are rendered more credible by showing con-

sistency with our existing knowledge, by answering to our desires, and by

being compatible with our values; in cases where they are inconsistent, un-

answerable, or incompatible, credibility is lost. I call this complex ofvalida-

tions resonance. The parliamentarians' new understanding that it is their

right or even their role to call upon Mielke to defend the Stasi is sure to

have resonated negatively with the departing minister In his world, the gen-

eral secretary had such authority, and so did the Politburo, but the PeoPle's

Chamber? Conversely, Mielke's attempt to invoke the unity of all present by

invoking the old socialist order resonated negatively with the members who

were laughing, heckling, or questioning him.

In sum, then, we come to inhabit our understandings through the en-

counter with others whos€ authoritative judgment recognizes ours; through

the interactions with people and the material world in which success gives



Lrs corrl i( lctrcc in our ways ol orrlt r. i l1,tr l lrc workll und l inally by chccking
understandings rgailst our.cstublisltcrl l trrowledgc, our valucs, Icclings, de_
sires, and skil ls. 'z7 Herc is ir vcry sirlpl( '( 'xitntl) lc k) i l lustrate thc dil lcrcnces
characterizing thes€ three forms. You bclicvc that z X 3 : 6. yet, you have
some remaining doubt about your ability to multiply correctly. Asking your
best friend, whom you respect as a math wiz, whetheryou are right is asking
for recognition ofyour understanding. Translating the equation into action
by putting twice three marbles into a bowl and counting them out one by
one is a way to corroborate it directly. Remembering finally that multiplying
a number by two is like adding that number to itselfwhile being absolutely
certain aboutyour adding capabilities you perform the operation 3 * 3 : 6
thus validating your belief qua resonance.

Meta-Understandings

From the historical and ethnographic records about how people produce
klowledge about the world, it is clear that recognition, corroboration, and
resonance can be thought of, felt about, and handled in astonishingly dif_
ferent ways. Performing an ordeal or a chicken oracle (e,g., Evans-pritchard
1937) is a very diferent form ofjudicially accepted corroboration than a
mental status exam or a DNA test, for example, The three forces can also
be combined and distributed quite difierently over different kinds of
knowledge-producing practices in the same society. present-day academic
philosophers or mathematicians do not value direct corroboration very
much; they do not tryto validate their arguments by translating them into a
domain of action that is markedly difierent from the manipulation of s1,rn_
bols. Instead, they highly value consistency, which is a particular form of
resonance.2s People who identify themselves as ,,experimental 

scientists,,
claim to have the inverse inclinations. Action outside ofthe realm ofthema_
nipulation ofsymbols is afforded primacy, which does not deny the fact that
the systematic translation ofwhat happens in this realm into sl.znbols is not
key to their enterprise. Even though the modern natural sciences may agree
about the importance of corroboration, the ways in which it is produced

27. It bears mentioning here that although resonances and coroborations are crucially deD€n_
dent on ongoing communicative interactions and thus recognitions, the former two are not
reducibl€ to tle latter I will elaborate this issue in chapter 3.
28, What philosoph€rs and mathematicians do is an active, systematic production ofresonances
in the process ofwriting out (or merely thinking through st€p by step) an argument or a prool
This said, even philosophers and mathematicians cultivate understandings ofwhat it means to
practice their craft. Sincethese meta,philosophical and m€ta-mathematical ideas (e.g., ofhow
to proceed in a proof) can be putto the test in practice, they can become corroborated.

i ln( l  i r r lcr l ) re lc( l  urrr l  l l tc  wuys i r r  whielr  i l  ln lcr ' t ( ' l r  wl t l l  t l lc  Pro( l l lc l ion ol '

rcsonlrccs urc vcty rl i l l i 'rcnt, l irt cxrttttplc irr lr igh clt 'rgy Phy$ics lnd irr

rrrolcculLrl biology (Kllorr-Oclinil r999), lr inirl ly, l l tt '  vct y siltttc l latural sci-

crrl isl who lr{i ls corroborlt irttt in prtrt lttc ittg ktrrtwlcdgc tbout the world of

nll l lcf ci ln hrvc vcry dil lcrcnt iclcls abrtut how rclcvatlt Polit ical knowledge

ough( to bc procluccd. We will gct to know in Robert Hav€mann just such a

nran. Hc wrs lrot only a GDR science celebrity but also a Stalinist and later

bccarnc'the pivot ofthe GDR opposition in the r97os and early 198os.

Wlrat is needed, then, is a concept to cap tve the ways in which we think,

talk, feet, and do validi1), a cotcept addressing the fact that we have under-

standings about how appropriate understandings are made, actualized, and

lost. A similar kind of reflexivity has been addressed in linguistics and in

linguistic anthropology. The term that has won acceptance, denoting ideas

about how language works, what about it matters, and how it ought to be

properly deployed, is linguistic ideology (Silverstein 1979, r99:; Gal :.q93; Gal

and Irvine zooo).'?e Wherever discursive understandings explicitly address

the making of all three forms of understanding, I will therefore speak in

analogy of "epistemic ideologies."3o Howevet the processes of generating,

maintaining, changing, and distributing understandings are also regulated

by practices, they are inscribed kinesthetically. The proverbial ostrich who

is burying its head in the sand, or the popular imagery of the "three wise

monkeys" (seeing no evil, hearing no evil, speaking no evil) remind us that

the cultivation ofparticular understandings is contingent on bodily attun-

ement. Many of these practices are by their very nature not explicit, not

even consciously available. Finally, we often haye acute feelings about our

understandings, feelings that are not just spontaneous and momentary, but

are also regularly attached to the process of crafting and validating them.

The actualization of some understandings may be thought to entail happi-

ness, while that ofothers may be understood to devastate. Advances in the

certification of some understandings may be subject to pride,whilethe mere

encounter with others may be seen as contaminating and shameful. While

we fear the attainment of some understandings, we ardently desire others.

Indeed, we may be afflicted with some kind of general dread at the loss of

some understanding (Nietzsche's "horror vacui"), even if we may also feel

29. The id€a that we should all spell the same word in the same way, even though our syst€m

ofliteration is far from unambiguous and in spite ofthe fact that we might, due to dialectal

or idiosyn€ratic vadations pronounce it differently, is such a linguistic ideology; and so is the

romantic notion that languages expr€ss the soul of a PeoPle or the idea that language is a neutral

medium fit to transport any information $'ithout shapinS it.

30, The notion has proved fertile. Likewise in analogy-ifcloser to the original, Keane (2oo3)

speaks of 'semiotic ideologiesi' Hu[ (2oo3) of ' graphic ideologies]'



the better once certain understandings become deactualized (e.9., stigmata).

Because emotions feel good or bad, because they carry what Psychologists
call a "hedonic tone," they can become motives to get, hold onto, change, ol

forget understandings, which translates into a motive to look for or avoid

validation. These epistemic feelings, therefore, govern the way we come to

understand the world with more or less certainty at least as much as our

epistemic practices and ideologies. Therefore, where I speak more generally

about understandings, organizing processes of understanding and valida-

tion, I shall speak ofmeta-understandings.

Meta-understandings are not necessadly a special class of understand-

ings immediately recognizable as such. They may simply be other "substan-

tive" understandings that organize the constitution of others. To illustrate

what I mean I want to retum once more to Mielke's sPeech. Parliaments

everl.where play a role in the validation and invalidation of political un-

derstandings. Where taken seriously, deliberation is an effort to take stock

of and develop recognitions, corroborations, and resonances ofparticular

understandings; the rituals ofdebate lead to maiority recognition; investiga-

tive committees are supposed to corroborate certain facts. In an imPortant

sense, then, differential validation is what Parliament is about. Particular

parliamentarian procedures are in this sense ePistemic practices because

they have considerable influence on how understandings come to be vali-

dated; a particular theory of parliamentarianism operates in this sense as

an epistemic ideology by suppllng parliamentarians and those who judge

them with ideas about what members ought to do, thus helping to shape

their behavior The session of the People's Chamber in which Mielke gave

his speech is a wonderful example for a transition from one set of meta-

understandings to another The parliament as an acclamatory organ, that

is, a body that asserts that there is massive recognition for particular un-

derstandings, cautiously began to transmogriry itself into an investigative

one. Instead ofworking predominantly with recognitions, it ventured, ifstill

rather timidly, into the business ofproducing corroborations.

TOWAR D A HERMENEUTIC INSTITUTIONALISM

The major empirical argument of this book is that socialism in the GDR

failed primarily because the party state had instituted highly problematic

ways ofgenerating and validating understandings about itselfin the world.

Put differently, the party state failed for its political epistemics. This ovct'

arching argument follows two sublines. First, I argue that GDR socirtlisrtr

failed because it was institutionalized in such a way lltrt l lhc slatc w:rs Lr r)lt) lc

to produce understandings adeqr.ralc l irr wltrt l I wil l r r l l l  rt l  lhc ctrt l ol l l tts

chaptcr . rc ' f?o/ i t ics,  l l l t l t  is ,  thc I I I i I I I i I I ! , t  | ! | |  I | |  
" l  

l l l r .  '  
r r l l r l i l i ( t l ls  o l  i ls  owt l
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institutional reproduction. Empirically,I will make this argument €specially
in chapter 9 where I will show how and why the party state was unable to
understand and therefore unable to even create the conditions for the possi-
bility to deal successfullywith the phenomenon ofpolitical dissidence. I will
demonstrate that the understandings producedbythe state were inadequate
in the sense that the actions based on them actually exacerbated the very
problem the state aspired to control.In effect, the party state was institution-
alized in such a way that it could not come to a realistic understanding of
the consequences of its own actions. That this is by no means onlv true for
socialism makes it an interesting case to learn from. Second, I argue, GDR
socialism failed because the administrative and political elites of the coun
try Iost confidence in the political understandings they helped to produce
and propagate. Especially in the concluding chapter I will show how their
confidence, especially in the party's leadership to address key problems of
the country, came to be eroded during the late r98os.

Framing the main argument ofthis book in terms ofthe failure ofinstiru
tional self-maintenance and subsequent disintegration based on inadequate
and weakening understandings ofa particular kind presupposes that I ex-
plain more clearly what I mean byinstitutions and how understandings play
into processes ofinstitutionalization and deinstitutionalization. This is whar
I will begin to do in the following two subsections. A firller treatment ofthe
dialectics between institutions and understandings will follow in chapter 4.

Weaving Action-Reaction Effect Flows into Institutions

The ontological centerpiece of the sociological imaginary is the idea that
the social world is not only human made, but also that it exists exclusively
in theprocess ofmaking and remaking it through our actions. Hence, social
phenomena never gain an existenc€ apart from ourlivingbodies and minds.
llven the material objects we mobilize or produce have a social reality only
to the degree that they continue to play a role in the ongoing actions of
people. Due to their existence in actions, which are physically grounded in
hunrarr lroclics, social phenomena are always local and temporally specific,
cvcn i{, ls I shall argue below, this is typically a distributed specificity. This
$pccil ieity in lhc ircrc and rory is the first ontological characteristic ofthe
socil l ( l lr lcc tl lorc lrc lo l ir l low tLrr.ther below). The question that thus oc-
Lrrls is lrrrw wc cirn irrrrr.qirrt '  thc Proccss ol'nraking irnd remaking the social
wor'lt l  to yir. lr l intt.r 'cst i lg insiglt ls irrlo /iow sociit l  l i t '  tal<cs n particular form
0l r t  | r .u l I  r l l r  l i r r r t , ,  Arrr l  s i l t r  r .  wr l r r rvc rrr  t  l ro i t  c l r r r l  lo lJur l ic i l )atc i l  these
Iro(( ' r i t . r ,  l l l lh l l ' t l { i l r l t torr  r , l rorr  r r l ro l r r r rv i rk.  r  l r r r .s,r l rorr t  how wc cotr l t l
Inr l ! l I r r l ( .  l t  l l t r ' l t  r r l ( l l  t l r r r l  wl  l r r r r l rh.otrrrrr , lvr .n l r r  h.rrr l  r r  l l l r .wc r lccr l
w| | r l l t  l lv l  H
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Social processes

At the roots ofsocial processes lie the fundamental need' caPaciry and effort

of human beings to affect and be alTected by others. Simmel tries to capture

this phenomenon of interpersonal eflect flows as "interaction' (Wecftsel-

wirkung) (Simmelt994 chap. r); his paradigmatic case is exchange (Simmel

rq8g). This formulation was not only influential (e.g, setting the discur-

sive frame for the Chicago school as well as for symbolic interactionism),

but also very productive, Ieading to many imPortant insiShts culminating

in Mead's (rq:+) theory of self-construction, Goffman's brilliant oeuvre on

self-presentation and self-management in public places (r955; 1959), Schiitz

and Luckmann's (1984) account of intersubiectivity, and Garfinkel's (rg6z)

dazzlingpieces on reality construction. Yet, there is nothing about the social

flow ofefiect that limits it to mutuality or reciprocity. Effects can flow from

one persont action to be picked up by another without there being any re-

verse flow. In fact, the actions can be spatiotemporally separated, and actor

and reactor need not-and very often and in highly complex societies tl?i-

cally do not-know each other. 'vVhat makes this possible are sociotechnical

means of projectively articulating actions across space and time through

mediating communication, transPortation, and storage Techniques of

projective articulation do not only enable one person to influence faraway

others, they even empower the dead to have a continuing imPact on the

living. All that matters to spark the flow of social process is that someone

reaci, picks up, or attunes to the actions of another For this reason, and

even though the expression is cumbersome, it is better to talk about ifl'e7'-

linked or interwoven action-reaction efectlows3r rather than interaction The

latter is merely a special case of the former where the interlinking is pro

duced by spatiotemporal copresence and mutual attunement' In the sense

that there is no action that is not also a reaction to antecedent actions that

have taken place at other times in other places, sociol phenomena are always

translocal and transtemporal n This there and then spans up the second on-

tological dimension of the social. And thus one can say, only seemingly

paradoxically, that the social is always here and there as well as now and

then. Elsewhere (Glaeser zoo5), I have called consequent processualism the

imagination ofthe social in terms ofa dense thicket ofProcesses analyzable

31. Minimalty the efiect is the reaction Howevet most importnntly for this book' Lrclntr

reaction sequences have, as I will show especiallyin chaPter 4, efects on thc valiclity ol tru'l't

standings, including understandings ofself (identity) .rnd of rclrli(nrshiltr'

32.Tlr isalsomeansthntwhclhcr 'vcwouldwlnl l l ) ( l l |$tr ' l l . | |1 i I l l t , l l ' i . | | ln ' t ' . in. l | ( | | ' ' | | | !

mcrely. t l ] r t l l tc lo|- l { rsP|. I iv( ' l l is l l l r i l | l i ( ) | j i lw. | {x l l ( l ' ' I l ! ] | | l I i | ! | | | |b l l I f l l t I i l | | | l Iw. | ( | | | (

brr 'kwrr l  Al* ' ' ' r l l i r rgsrrrrr( lh i ' r l r r r ' ' r ' l r ' r ' l ' r r ! 'o! i r " r r r r l r l l 'a l l r ' r l  l l  larrr ' l I r r r r l lv '
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in terms of interconnected, often projectively articulated action-reaction

efect flows.

Over the last century and a half a long list of authors has contributed

significant pieces to the refinement ofthis imagination. I can only highlight

a few central contributions here, With his fundamental distinction between

"social action" (any orientation toward others), "intended meaningi' and

"unintended consequencesl' Max Weber (e.g., r98o) enriches our compre-

hension ofsocial processes in two ways. He follows the hermeneutic tradi-

tion in arguing that although we need to understand wh.t' People act the

way they do because actions form institutions, social processes cannot be

comprehended satisfactorily by recourse to motives (intentions' meanings,

afiects, habits) alone, because all actions face the possibility of principally

unforeseeable reactions that are not only outside ofthe actors' control, but

also may or may not be in Iine with their intentions (1988b). Yet, these un-

intended reactions are, where regularized, constitutive ofthe institutional

order as much as intentional, affective, or habitual actions. Therefore, ac-

cording to Weber only a simultaneous attention to the principles of action

and the principles underpinning the interlacing of their effects can lead to

satisfying accounts of institutions.

Speech act theory (Austin 196z) radicalizes the Weberian focus on the

openness of reactions to the indeterminacy ofthe act. The central Point is

that a string ofverbal behavior cannot only be seen as made up of diferent

kinds of acts, but also that these become more clearly bounded particular

acts only in the "uptakd' of others, that is, in their reactions to it. Take the

question ofwhat Erich Mielke has done in his speech by addressing the as-

sembly as 'tomradesl' for example. He may have had no particular int€ntion

in mindwith the use ofthis Iocution since it hadbecome a habitualized form

ofaddress for party members in party dominated contexts. However, I have

shown that in his speech Mielke presented a concentric model ofthe Part)'
state involving certain stipulations of solidarity and order for which the use

of 'tomrade" as an address was not only a symbol but also an invitation to

concur. Irrvit.ttion and answet together helped to recreate the Party. The

nrclubcr risirlg l() order clearly understood Mielke to have ir fact appealed

lo lrirrl to itgrcc with this stipulation of order not only through his wider

discorusc brrl ulso lhrough his form of address. Until quite recently, this

rrrcrrtltcr ol l l tc l)co|lcs' ( )ltrtnlbcr might not even have perceived the form

ol ur.lt l tcss its ittt rrppr'.rl wlri lc sti l l  .rnswcl i lrg i l  i l l  i l  ctlstomary way' but now

Irr ' t I r t 's  i t l  lc ls l  ct t to l ivc ly t t t t t lc ts l i l t t t l  l l t i l l  l rc s l t l r r t l t l  r ro longer heed the

l t l l  lo r  orrr  r r r  wi l l r  l  l r t '  r l  iPt t l r t l i r  r t l  o l  l t  i l t l i l  iot t i t l  ot t l t ' t .  A hcginning is made

lor t t t twtt t r l i t t l l  l l l .  l t r l l ly  , ls  r l  r r r (  l ' l l is l  vr l l l l l l l r l l t l  i l l r l i t l l l i ( r t l  (sorrrc l l t ing thc

1r, , ,  k l ,  t  r t r , ty r t  t t t r t ) ,  r to l  l t , tvr '  l t t l l t t r l l r l )  l t t  t r ' r Iot t r , r ' ,  Mir ' l l i r '  l l lc t l  r t lh ' rs alr

l l r l r , t t r t . l , t l l i r r r  r r l  t l l r , t l  l t r ' l t , t , ,  , | r , t t r ' ' t t  r l l l  , t r  I  l l  l l l l l ! r l r t r l l  l t t l l t t l t t t  Lrvt '  i t t l
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interpretation and thus determination of his action that came to be wel-
comed bysome with applause while being brusquely rejected in laughter by
others. Thus challenged, Mielke accepts that he has merely made "a mistake
in etiquette" in calling everybody "comrade," putatively in order to save his
larger point: the validity of the socialist order itself and the role of the se-
cret police in it, In fact, the answer to the question, what has Mielke done
by addressing the members of the People's Chamber summarily as 'tom-

radesl' fluctuated in the exchange. The question, what has he done with his
universal declaration ofloye, is still lingedng-as the continuing efforts to
interpret it here and elsewhere demonstrate. The reason why action is only
determined in reaction is that behavior becomes a particular action only
once its (discursive, emotive or kinesthetic . . .) intersubjective meaning is
established.

Austin participates with his analysis of speech acts in the twentieth-
century recovery and further development of the much older insight of the
hermeneutic tradition that to speak is in fact notjust to describe the world,
but also to intervene in the flow ofsocial processes and with it in the mak-
ing and remaking of its institutions.33 Austin calls the act of triggering a
social effect in speaking a performative. His next move is to show that the
reaction of others inevitably influences how we would have to describe be-
havior as a particular kind of act. Action thus understood is not choice, a
solipsistic, individual accomplishment. Therefore, unlike the motives giving
rise to them, what actions are is never quite determinable as long as they
keep triggering reactions that make them into something, and potentially
always into something new regardless of thefu motiyes. Even if formulating
the indeterminacy ofaction explicitly may sound strange because it violates
fundamental presuppositions of modern individualism, it is a thoroughly
farniliar phenomenon. The indeterminacy ofaction is the very stufofour
comedies, our satires, our tragedies.3a

33. Foralongtime, however this insight was taken to pertain only to what was thought to be I

particular mode ofspeaking, nam€ly fietoric. Much like the poetic, which too was thought to

pertain to only particular modes of linguistic utterances (lakobson 1960), the rhetorical canrr.

to be understood as an aspect of almost all verbal utterances (as an address to others for lho

production ofan effect) only from about the mid-twentieth century onward (Perelmu rn(i

Olbrechts T)'teca 1969; Burke 1969; Billig 1996).

34. In fact, the everyday use of "intention' and "act" is fully consistent with t h is vicw lh.

reprimand "look what you have done'would make little scnsc othcrwisc. lt highlights lIf iIl

portance ofconsequen.es in the designat ion of thc i r . l  lh l l  r r t ' ,  r r , lk  r ' l ly  i lcv i l l r  l i in | l  r r  n(  t i , r  i

intent ions.  IDcidentnl ly,  th is is also thc rc l r rn why hist , t r  r i r ' !  l r i ! .  I '  i , l l l l ' r r r  l ly  l l ( . r r  wrrr  v to

interprct  cvcnts wi th in x st i l loP(r i  l r r r .ss i r \ t . i , l  h! , ' r  l rU l l r f  l r r l r r l , | r l i l l ' r I  ot .v. | | lh lx, tw., , r l
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Institutions

This said, life in society does not all appear to us as an open flow that keeps

running as long as there are reactions to actions There are social pheno-

mena that at first glace share a resemblance with stable, solid, seemingly

unalterable things, namely irlstitutions {e.9., Hughes 1936, r8o). They are as-

pects ofsocial life made and remade in action reaction efect flows in such

a manner that they are seemingly self-same across time 3s Almost all aspects

of social life can become institutionalized: behavior can congeal into hab-

its; thoughts can crystallize into logics or mentalities; contacts can solidi$'

into ongoing social relations; feelings can develop into emotive schemata or

transferences; moods can extend into character; iniunctions and goals can

form into norms and values, dialogues can sediment as selves; and momen-

tary expectations can gel as hopes or even develop into eschatologies. Tlpi

cally, institutions are bundled into clust€rs, or better PerhaPs, thickets that

we then call by other names. Among the more prominent ones are groups'

organizations, ideologies, parties, states, or even cultures. These institutional

clusters are interconnected with one another by sharing in particular el-

emental institutions, and even more basically by being maintained at least

partially by actions located simultaneously in several action-reaction efect

chains. For example, the oath ofallegiance to the Party performed by a Stasi

officer does not only contribute to the maintenance of party and Stasi as

organizations but also to the maintenance of oaths as cultural form, the

language used, and the identities ofthe particiPants.

The misleading impression ofinstitutions as obiective, unalterable things

derives not only from their stability relative to a faster-changing social en

vironment, but also ftom the fact that it is hard for us to observe a causal

connection between our actions and any particular institution. This is so

because the process ofmaking and remaking institutions is distributed over

minimally two, but tlpically over manymore, sometimes millions of human

bcings whose actions become interconnected through complex, proiectively

0rticulatcd efi'ect flows. lf we endeavor to change institutions, we are there-

lirrc llcctl with a collective action Problem the extent ofwhich is dependent

orr llrc sct4rc ruri tcnrporal structure ofthe taPestry ofaction-reaction effect

l lrws nrrrinlrrining inslitutional self-semblance. This issue is compounded

by thr' l irel lh{l cxccl)l l i)r t lrosc irrslitutional thickets we call organizations,

0r, l , . r r  , ,  r r r  l i , l , r t r  , , r  r l |drr t .  r , r l t  rc l l l i iv . ly  In l t I l ly  S. .  lk i f r r r r r r r ,  Mo(xly l lnd ] r . r r is 's (r999)

l r l ( ' r ' i l l r I  r r r l \v ' , r1,  l l r f , r ' l l , , r l l r ' r r r l ' l  l , '  (1 lw l l ' l !  l t ' , 'h l  r  r r l  I ' l \ lor i ( r ' l l ] ( t r r l ( ( 'nds

l t .  lh,r f  { , ' , | | r l rUl f  l r ' ,dur i  nr  l r r r l l l r r l l , ' r r ,  r l l l l r r t l  l l l  l l , , rv"rr lyt , r r r r r r t ls t r i , t ly lx i t lcrr l icnl
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institutions lrilvc tro orchcstrating center. Instead, they come about as ar-

ticulllions ()l it ttlultiPlicity of intentions, deeP motivations, as well as of

systematicatty rcctrrring unintended consequences.36 The more radically

decentralizccl thcy nrc thc more difficult it is to change them deliberately'

The making and rcnraking ofinstitutions can therefore only imperfectly be

describe<i as a process of production-lhe term favored by Marx (and the

Marxist tradition), ot construction-the exPression that has won widespread

currency not only among the (neo-)Kantians but also in Poststructuralist

writing. Both of these terms are far too closely aligned with ideas of ra-

tional planning, the product of which is known in advance Elias's (1976)

concept of "sociogenesis" avoids these pitfalls. However, it Places more of

an emphasis on historical €mergence than current reProduction' For this

reason I prefer the t erm formation.It is wide enough to subsume intention

and unintended consequences, it does not presume a Pregiven telos, it can

accommodate several crosscutting Processes, and it allows for an existence

that is wholly wrapped up in the processes of making it (as, for example' in

the flight formation ofgeese).

Since we cannot usually make or break institutions at will, and since our

actions produce unintended consequences, the social world faces us as an

objective reality. This does not only haPPen to us where the institution in

question is clearly maintained in other peoPle's action-reaction efect flows'

but also where we are actively implicat€d in the process of forming it Marx

(r958a,33) has captured this experience succinctly: "this ossification ofsocial

activity, this consolidation ofour own product into an objective force which

has power over us, outgrows our control, thwarts our expectations, [and]

obliterates our calculationsl' In fact, we are often oblivious to the fact that we

too are part ofthe action-reaction flows forming institutions that aPpear to

us as wholly other The reasons for this oblivion have been paradigmatically

explored by Marx (e.g., r958a; r96zb' chap. 1; cf. Postone 1996)' The most

important one is the complexity ofthe chains of action-reaction flows that

are shot through with proiective articulations. This complexity has two main

efiects. On the one hand it prevents us from tracing the consequences of

our own particiPation. Marx has exemplified this Point with the division

oflabor that keeps us from seeing how the various stages ofthe production

process dovetail to make a final product. On the other hand, Marx argues,

36. Ifthe reader is reminaled here of Latour's (1999; 2oo5) actor'network theory (AN I)' lhis

is no accialent. ANT can verv usefully be read as an account of a particular kind ol insl itrrl xnr

formation, namely o4anization As a geneml theory of institutions, however' il is l(nt tDrr'h

focused on intentions, side-tracking unintentionat consequences that (as Wcbcr hir s tr r$r(11' l( n

example' inhisPro'es 'anfEl l r lc)of tenaddsasmuchifnotmoretostabi l iz insinst i t l I t i t ) l ls . I i ' I l |

sencral  theorv of  inst i l ! tnnrs,  Latour ls AN I  fo 'osts l (  n '  r r r rk h on onc orgnI izr t rg (  
' r r l ' l
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the complexity of the effect flow also creates dilferent interests among the

various participants in the process ofinstitutionalization. With the different

parts people play in the formation and in the utilization of institutions, they

begin to occupy diferent social positions. This has serious consequences for

people's understandings and ultimately their subiectivities. It is this double

effect-the intractability ofthe impact ofonet own actions in combination

with an increasing physical, cultural, and psychological seParation from

other human beings ossifying into positionalities-that makes up what the

young Marx has called alienation.

The older Marx intertwines the same tlvo consequences ofdistributed in-

stitution formation-opaqueness and social estrangement-in his concePt

of "commodity fetishisml' which he defines as the misrecognition of the

qualities ofgoods as inherent in their materiality rather than as the results

of the combined efort of many hands (rq6zb, 86). Marx's analysis can be

generalized to a fetishism of institutions whose characteristics ( e. g., their du -

rability) is taken to inhere in them rather than in their continuous formation

in the actions and reactions ofdiverse sets ofpeople. Given that institutions

are formed by webs ofregularized action-reaction effect flows, one can im-

mediately see that the flipside ofthe fetishism of institutions is given by a

fetishization of octors as autonomous beings, disregarding their formation

within a thicket of institutional arrangements ofwhich they are but a Part.
What we have, then, appears as the third ontological dimension ofthe social,

its simultaneously "subjective" and 'bbjectivd' character (often referred in

reference to Giddens [1984] as'duality'). Alienation as Marx understood it

grows in the gap between the polar ends ofthis third ontological dimension;

fetishization naturalizes it.

What is at issue here is the particular qualitative relationship between

individuals and social others. The antidote to an alienated subiect-obiect

relationship has often been seen in a different relationaliry one where the

other is a partner with whom one can negotiate. There is a relationality that

is dialogic, not.iust monologic, to borrow Bakhtin's (rg8+) concePt Pair. In

other words, the other cannot only appear as an objective "it" to the think-

ing, t-ecling, acting "I" but also as a "you" (Buber 1995). What character-

izcs tlrc clialogic for both Buber and Bakhtin is mutuality, the emPathetic

trcllnlcnl o, thc othcr as a fellow subject, open to being transformed by

llrc t l i .r lrgic pil l tncL Sincc therc is a plural subiectivity in form of a "we,"

rrrrrl sincc tlrc otlrel can alsrt lppcar as a tl ialogic plural "you" as well as a

rrtotrrIrgir. "l lrcyi ' t l t 'st l ipl iol ol l l tc l l t irt l  otrlolttgictl dimension becomes

rrrorc torrrplcx tl lrr Nll lr\ l  rt ltrtvc. Wt'l l tvc lrt rttttt lyzc it i t long a number of

I  o l \ l l l r  r l  lvr  nr  r l ) r  ( ' I r l iorrr i l r l ; r r .  l l l  r  r l  wl t I  l t  r r t t t  l rc t t t r t t toI tg i r '  or  d i r l logic.  We

l l tvc t r r  hrrrh rr l  I r . rwl  l r r rw " l  , r r r r l  'wc" r . ln l r  lo , i l | |Hlr lnr  u| l t l  l t l t t | i t l  o l l tcrs,

r l r  wr. l l  r t ' r  lo l l r l  w,ryr  l r r  wlr l ,  l r  ,  o l l r . r  l lvr ,  nr l r i r . r  l {  t r ln l f  lo l t t r l lv i r l t t r t l  ot tc$,



Agrlirrsl the r l ir irrs ol n ir l ioull ism or fascism to create at least an unalienated
"wc" (il Lrgainsl lrr llicn "thcy"), Marx and his followers have argued that

rnonologicity (objt,ctilic lion) is in fact a constitutive feature of capitalism
(t,ukiics r9z3). ( )rrly ir cornnrunist world-encompassing thoroughly dialogic

society will ovcrconrc llicuation. In the experiential world of actually ex-

isting socialisms wc will rlso see how the subjective "Is" and "wes" could

vanish in staunchly cicrrriurded and actually performed self-objectification

toward ob.iective 'incs" and "thems." This does not mean that the "Is" and
"wes" disappeared entirely. But it does mean that they had to find acceptable

niches or go underground.
The socialt ontological characteristics are these, then: it is at the same time

spatially and temporally local and translocal (i.e. here-there, now-then), re-

lationally monologic (I/we-itith€y), dialogic (I/we-you) or even completely

objectified (me/them-it/they) and finally it is in actu and. in posse ( is might).

Understandings play a constituting role for these ontological dimensions of

the social. The time and space transcending characteristics ofthe social are

made possible through understandings as much as through relationships

and technology (e.g., through millenarian or progress expectations, spac€

related notions of belonging, or emotions soch as Fernweh ("longing for

distant places"). The same holds for relationality (e.g., with ideas of what

friendship or love mean, or practices creating networks of "weak-ties" ). The

in &ctu-in posse dimension of the social is unthinkable without the sub-
junctivity enabled by symbolic differentiations and integrations. In other

words, understandings give these four ontological dimensions a particular,

historically specifi c content.

Understandings and Institutions

The Socialist Unity Pafy ofthe GDRwas an institution, or better, a complex

of institutions. And unlike what I said about institutions more generally,

it endeavored to make itself the center of the even wider institutional fab-

ric of socialism, that is, almost all of public social life in the former GDR.

The party existed in the regularized actions and r€action ofits members as

members, as well as the actions and reactions ofoutsiders toward members

as members. Every time members addressed each other as "comrades," wcnt

together to a party meeting or a propaganda event, volunteered l'or cxtril

shifts at their workplaces or "subotniks" in their apartment cot'nplcxcs, cvcry

time they dutifully read the party papers or watched the evening ncws on

television as 'theirsl' every time they hung up aportrait ofthe gcncrirl sccr.c

tary, every time they swallowed their "subjectivist inclinatiorls" irr udjustirrg

their speech, thought, or conduct to the "lines" mandalctl l)y llr('y pxfly,

they maintained the party as an institutioll. Every tinle oulsirk ts ,rl lctcrl
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admiration of or disdain for the party, triggering an identifying resPonse

ofthe mernber with the party, the party as institution was reproduced in a

particular shape or form.

The actions and reactions forming the institutional fabric of the party

state were predicated on a host ofdifferent understandings. There were dis-

tinctions between members arrd nonmembers; codes of conduct; a social-

ist ethic; ideas ofshort-term goals and long-term missions; understandings

about the legitimate divisions oflaborwithin the party; incentive structures

andtheir justification; forms ofdiscourse; forms ofinquiry; objects of admt-

ration and love; objects ofdisdain and hatred; gestures; oratorical forms of

listening and speaking; celebrative forms of marching, chanting, shouting,

and being silent-just to mention a few. The packaging of these discursive,

emotive, kinesth€tic, and sensory understandings into ideologies, Practices,
and rituals was constitutive ofthe pafiy-through their enactment. Mielke's

speech in the People's Chamber is a moment when the old action-reaction

effect chains are broken, The episode shows how not only the national front

under the leadership ofthe SED but also ultimately the SED itselfbegan to

crumble as a particular thicket of institutions. The reason why they began

to crumble is that certain understandings seem to have lost actuality while

others were taking their place. The question that thus emerges is how dis-

cursive, emotive, and kinesthetic understandings do become constitutive

of institutions. Since institutions are regularized social processes based in

interwoven action-reaction effect flows, one can disaggregate this problem

into two steps by asking first how understandings shape action-reaction ef-

fect flows to wonder then how they contribute to thet stabilization.

Understanding as rnoments in action-reaction effect flows

It is useful to differentiate at least four diferent moments in which under-

standings shape the concatenation of actions and reactions into Processes
(with something of a division of labor between the different modes): to-

Eether they oricnt, direct, coordinate, explqin, and legitimate or justifu action.

Seeing tlre|n as moments does not imply that they follow each other in any

pnrticular lcrrrporal order. Instead, they build a complex of dialectical en-

trnl{lcnrcnls in wlrich cach nroment presuPPoses and constitutes the others

in ir lcnrporll lLrw
'l lrr. l i  rsl nr rrrt 'rrl, rrrir l l  l( l l l(rr, is wrnppctl up with the very notion of un-

rlt 'rsl lrrrl irrl. i  irs I tk'vclopctl i l  i tt l l tc prcccdirtg prtgcs. l) iscursive, emotive,

rrrrr l  k i r rcr l l rct i t  t t t t r l t t r l i t t t r l i t tgn r l i l l ( ' r ' . r r l i i r l ( 'nr l ( l  i t t lcgr i t lc  lhc wor ld,  thus

or hr l l l I  rn v i !  v l i  r r  r r r l l r r r l  , t t t r l /ot  sor l r t l  f r rv i r 'or l r l )ct ]1.  ln othcr words,

rrrrrh,rrr l , r r r r l l r rgr '  l r ' l l  rh wl ln l  l f i  t ! l r r r l , l l l 'y  i r t r lh, t l l  l t t  wl t I  l t  wi ly l ) l ) ( ' lonlcna
r.x l , r l , l r r r rv t l r r . ' i r . r l  r . r  r . l , r l r . r Iwt l l r  l r r r . , r r r r  ' l l t . i ,  r r r r , I l r r rw I l t ly  t t t r t l l r , r  lo I rs,  l l r is
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orientatio|r in tlrc world includes a conscious or unconscious interPretation

of thc p sl dnd Possibl€ future actions of others ln short' understandings

sort out whdt wc arc reactmg to and why we are acting at all; they arc tl\e

interface through which we interpret and engage with the world' they tie

our actions as r-eactions to various kinds of contexts' Mielke had to figure

out before and while giving his speech what he was responding to' what the

event in which he actedwas about both in terms ofthe unusual call to appear

before the People's Chamber, in terms ofthe ever more dramatic €vents un-

folding in the iall of1989, and certainly in his mind in terms ofhistory that

is, the class wadare between the socialist and the caPitalist world His per-

formance indicates that he interpreted the situation as if it was a somewhat

quirky and yet in all relevant resPects standard socialist event He seems to

have asumed that the party continued to be in full control ofwhat was go-

ing on in the People's Chamber, and that the party itselfwould follow more

or less tried standard procedures'

Second, understandings Provide a notion of what to do' lhat is' hofl to

react to the situation that is aheaE understood to some degree They supply

discursive, emotive, and kinesthetic temPlates to direcf action' They give us a

sense where we might be able to intervene successfully in the proceedings of

the world to shapeihem in accordance with our interests and values' that is'

in accordance with other understandings Mielke reacted to his odentation

within the historical situation with a standard speech reiterating the pafy's

old social imaginary. Mielke's speech departs in this respect considerably

from those of-othei high-ranking party mernbers speaking on November

13, 1989, in the PeoPlet Chamber' They tried to respond to the Perception

oi.riri in ,tou.t r,.luys by revealing facts, for example about the GDR's hard

currency debt, or by ofiering thoughts that deviated in content and torm

significantly from existing Practice Like Honecker during the anniversary

celebrations, Mielke seems to have thought that business as usual' that yet

another reiteration of the old fundamentals, was an aPt means to Preserve

a system that should not and need not be changed' Moments one (orrenta-

tion) and two (direction) together cover what Weber (1980) had in mind

with his notion ofa meaning guided "social actionl' which G eertz (t974' 95)

felicitously interPreted with his notion of culture as "model o;f lthe worldl"

ana "modetpr laction]i' Together they form the basis for what is commonly

called agency, that is, human beings' capability to act'

Thiri,lohn Searle G99z) picks up an older Rousseauian theme in arguing

that qaalbols are essential for coordinating actions in forming an institution'

In his model, the process of institutionalization requires that something' or

more often someone, is treated in a Particular way by several PeoPlc al tllc

same time. His favorite example is money A particular Piece of papcl bc-

comes money only through the Pattern Printed on it lt is Prcciscly tltis rrrrtrk
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that allows it to be used as a medium ofexchange because it indicates to all

parties involved how to treat it. The same applies to police officerswhose um-

form or badge facilitates the coordination ofaction with and toward them.37

In general, seals, stamps, or insignia, but also forms ofbehavior, registers of

speech, and paraphernalia play this coordinating role. Althusser (r97r) has

earlier described the same phenomenon as "hailing" people into a particular

role through the deployment of a particular sign instantaneously legible as

a call for a particular kind of behavior It bears noticing (especially since

Althusser does not make much ofit), that hailing is only possible to the de-

gree that people already have orienting and directing understandings telling

them what the coordinating s1'rnbol is and what it requires them to do. This

connection has been explored by linguistic anthropologists, notably Michael

Silverstein (e.g., zoo4), who have shown us how the denotational deploy-

ment of signs in context mobilizes cultural knowledge which facilitates th€

emergence of formed action-reaction efect sequences. Mielke's speech, his

conjuration ofthe socialist order, his appeal to acknowledge it, can be read

as an aftempt to hail the assembly into its traditional role. He failed because

the underlying orienting and directing understandings had become ques-

tionable. Ofcourse, when ultimately the new prime minister was elected the

procedure succeeded in hailing everybody but one into their old roles.

Fourth, Berger and Luckmann (1966) argue that the transgenerational

perpetuation of institutions is unthinkable without understandings that

explain, justiJf, or legitimate them. The "new institutionalists" in sociology
(e.g., Meyer and Rowan ry77; DiMaggio and Powell 1983) have made the

related point that legitimation facilitates or even drives the replication of

institutional orders in the present that can lead to the emergence ofinstitu-

tional isomorphism. What both approaches overlook is that justification is

not just a natural'?iven"; it is not something people demand out of inborn

curiosity or similarly anchored democratic s€nsibility. Many institutional

arrangements are mimetically acquired within and across generations with-

out the need ofexplicit explanation or justification. Linguistic phenomena

are an all-pervasive case in point. However, in situations where institutional

orders become defetishized, when people become aware again that they

are anything but natural, which often happens when alternative arrange-

ments bcconc thinkable and for some actors desirable. that iustification and

37. Whcft  l lx  i f l r IBCs r , l  pc,r t ,h wlx '  t } l rb l i r ly  rur |y insl i iut ions come to be known, formal

nt l  ( i rHis l l , ' l , ' rHff f l f ( lssr fy i l lx  l I , .h\rnrgl lx Lir ) r ( l i I r l inSsynrbol .  Todayk rulers are

| l t r  l l r l !  vrry rr ' r ro l |  t ru,  h I  f ,  rL l t  r , l ,  r r t  orr  t l r r '  rytrr l r ( ' l lNrrr  o l  o l lkc lhnn lhcir  counterparts

Ir l r f t l r f  t l I r i , ' l  r ra l r . | r l , . r l  r r t ' r ' t r [ r t t ' I i  (W,r l r"r  l l ' | | , i | | r l | | )  l r r r { is lyhr(r ' rsothtuscof

l l r ' , rn, , . r ' r ' l l | | , r l l r f  ryrr l , , r [  l r  r  r . I r l , , l l ,  I i r r r , l l lh, ' tn, l , | , r l , [ar I 'y I ' l t t r l , , rhr . \ , l r l l (Ecfrrr l ing
i l !  t r , ' , l l ' l l l l r  l , ' r  r . i l  , ' rx l  l r ,  l l ,  ' t , r l  

,  
' , r r . l l '  

i  ( , | | r ' l  l r  t rHr. l l r ' r  l  , r l  .  r ' l



lcgitirrrrrlioI lrt.conrcs inrportant.]3 This can happen not only wher€ conflict

cnrcfges, li)r exittuple, ttver the unequal distribution of advantages created

l)y i ln irsli lul iorl l orr.lcr, but also in situations ofan ongoing comp€tit ion

bclweerr t l i l l i 'r 'cnl sociir l orders, as in the Cold War. The point of the hot

llll ol r ultq ir n.l l hc Novctntrcr r3 meeting of the People's Chamber was the

acknowlcdgrrt 'rrl t lrat lhc ()l)R had reached a point of crisis that the old

instituti()nirI lnlogerncnts had not only produced but also had failed to

even recognizc, thus prcvcnting the timely generation ofpossible solutions

In this contcxt, Miclkcls cllbrts to iustiry the Stasi with the helP ofthe es-

tablished fornrulas ol thc llonecker vears failed already at the level of his

own subordindtes who watched him with bewilderment in front of their

television sets; it f'ailed {t the level of a good number ofhis fellow deputies;

and it certainly fell through with the wider public.

As important as understandings are in directing the flow ofelfect in social

processes, it has to be remembered that they do not determine it comPletely.

There are several reasons why this is so. On the one hand, there are situations

in which understandings are not fine-grained or evaluative enough to orient

and direct action. On the other hand, people often operate with a plurality

of understandings across several modes that may yield equally plausible,

possibly even contradictory orderings ofthe world What helPs in such cases

of under- and overdet€rmination is not iust the will to complement, dis-

card, or hierarchize understandings, that is, a set of meta-understandings

(Frankfurt 1988; Bieri zoor), but the gift of whim that brings an element of

arbitrariness into action-reaction effect flows.3e Beyond all understanding,

action presuppos€s material resources as well as time. Both the economies

and the ultimately irreducible complementarity between both with regard to

action have busied political thinkers at least since Aristotle. Following them'

contemporary social scientists have tried to understand Processes ofinstitu-

tionalization exclusively from a resource PersPective. They have overlooked'

38, In this context it is more than odd that one ofthe most sustained efforts ofrecent times

to theorize the practice ofjustifi€ation and locate its importance in social life, Boltanski and

Th(.venots On Justijcatios (2006), excludes situations of conflict from explicit consideration.

In consequence, this book refuses to engage with the literature on rhetoric (Perelman and

Olbrechts-T)teca 1969; Burke r969i Billig 1996), overlookingwhatesPeciallyBurke n1akes clcni

that unity needs to be constructed only where chasms are already perceived as existing whtrl

the bookoff€rs is an in-depth exploration ofa handful ofpossible modes ofjustificNli(tr, whi.lr

they derive from what they consider as genre-settinS philosophical texts

39. Whim is a true blessing in as far as it helps us out ofsituations in which we c{nnol Prt{irr((

decisive understanding. It does not or y help us to avoid the fate ofBuridant .lss, who wo'ritti

himselfto starvation over two equally big stacks ofhay, but by putting uDdcrsltro(lirrt! tu fi\k,

act ional lowsforthetransformat ionofunderstandingthroughthePlayoffur lh( fvtr l i ( l , r l i . r r ld

overcome stalemate and to further creativity.
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however, that neither material resources nor time are useful without un-

derstandings. They can do no more than generally enable action. Thus they

determine the social world only in posse, but not in acfu. Only understand-

ings give the flow ofactions and reactions and thus institutions a particular

direction, a qualitatively recognizable shape. In other words, any account of

socialprocesses has to take material resources andtime into accountintheir

relationship to available or formable understandings (Glaeser zoo5).

Finally, it is important to remember that in order to form common insti-

tutions, the understandings ofthe individuals acting and reacting do by no

means have to be the same. Nobody has made this point more clearly than

Bruno Latour with his actor-n€twork theory (r999; zoo5).

Understandings as institutions: Agency

If understanding undergirds the flow of effects between actions and reac

tions, its stabilization offers a clue to comprehend the regularization and

thus institutionalization of social processes. The central questions are

then: How is understanding transformed into az understanding; how does

the continuous become a noun; or how do the Processes of differentiat-

ing, integrating, orienting, directing, coordinating, justifying, explaining

gel into a thinglike state? Put diferently: how do understandings become

institutionalized?ao An answer to these questions is important, because the

40. Unfortunately, the traditional sociology ofkno\a'ledge in its Marxian, Durkheimian, and

neo-Marxian instantiations offers only a very limited, ultimately unsatisfying answer to this

question. To see why this is so it is best to quickly restate tleir respective approach. Mannheim'.s

(1995) definition ofthe sociology ofknowledge as centrally concerned with the relationship be

tweenbeing and thinking(Seinsverbundenheit desD€nftenr) is usetul for this PurPosebecause it

provides a simple tool to map the differences between the classical approaches. One only has to

compare what each means by being, thinking, and the r€lationship between tle t!vo. For Marx

(r9j8a), beiDg means the struggle betlveen two antagonistic classes, membersofwhich, each in

their own wfly, characteristically misunderstand their situation. Thinking is for Marx first and

forenrost idcok)gy, that is, thedominant class's systematic misunderstanding ofsociety, which it

isrblek) sprc d lo lhc rcst ofsocietythanks to its power position. The nexus between the two is

provi(lcd l)y Murx th,ouSh commodity exchange, and especially the commodification oflabor,

whiLh rct)11).I(|e(s nt goD isl ic class relations rnd ideology. For Dr.rrkheim (1995), being is life in

0 cr)nrt)l('|tlcnlrrily, lhrl is. halmrnioLrsly org nizcd society. Thought is for him collective con-

r,!ioLrsucr,s slr(k tlrrr'(l l)y lfif irrlclrn irs ol r irr(i, such rs sfrce, time, chss, etc. Unfortunately,

l ) l |d(hr '1f l  l r r rs rx 'vr ' r  . f l ( l t  rvr ! r r ' ( l  l0 lh i r r l (  lhrnrBh lhc rc l r l i ( , r rshD bctwcen them beyond the

rx rr .  i t r l . r r , . r l  0t  l I | | r , r l  horrr , r l i ,ghr l ] ,x [4r ' r " ' lx l ' r r ,  l i ' r ' l ly ,  hcing is u lar l icular existent ia l

t t t ( ' l ' l . r r r l l ,  l l r l l  t r ' . r r l ! ! l lh. . t | ,hrr l r rg i l l r r , r l l ' r r r l l r i r r l , r l  l lk ' i l i r l r r rLr l i r r l tPrr l icul{rk indsof

| | l t | | |q| | | | | | | l | ' , | l ' ' | | l | l . | l . , r r . ' | r | r r l | r rg| ' . t r l | | | | ' ' | l | ' | | l | . l ' | ' | ' , | | | l l | i l | | . l | l l l l \ | l | t l | ) | (n1nl i . t | l lc I r l

t , , , "  t r t l ' | t r t " t t r i , l  t t , I r  l , r r , r l l l I r , rn lhrr i , l l r . I r i l l l r r t l ' , r r , r l , | l { r ' r r l , t , ' l  l Iorrgl ' l  isnot

, l r r r , | l1r , r l l r , r | r r r l r l r ' , l r r ' l l t t , r r r r , , l l " t r r f i t ! l ' t , l '6rr l ,Fsr ' l l tHl l r t l r . lo l l l r ' r ' l l ! r \a i ' r t l ! , t l r . '
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development of our capabilities to act requir€s the institutionalization of

understanding.ar The differentiations and integrations inherent in any se-

quence of behavior need to be abstracted into a handier, memorable, and

hence mobile form that can be deployed across contexts. Alfred Schiitz

(r98r; 1984) and his students Thomas Luckmann and Peter Berger (1966)

were following Simmel (1992) in describing such a Process as t'?ification.

Psychoanalysts (e.g. Freud zoooc; Chodorow 1999) have described similar

processes for emotiye understandings in a number of diferent ways (e.9.,

neurosis, transferences, etc.). And in the very same vein, the abstracted

transportability of kinesthetic understandings has been described variously

as skill or more technica\ for example, as "hexis" (Bourdieu 1977) or "arts

ofdoing' (Certeau 1984). The three forms ofvalidation accomplish this work

by selecting and lifting off a bounded set of diferentiations and integra-

tions from an endless flow ofdoing and happening Validations convert the

processes of understanding into thinglike understandings; their rePetition

conv€rts a processual flow into a more context-indePendent form. And it is

thus that fixated understandings can contribute to steadying action-reaction

sequences across time to reproduce institutions in a seemingly identical

manner.42

stability of social conditions is theorized to give rise to the stability ofthought patterns. For sev-

eral reasons this is problematic. First, the social constellations and existential problematics that

prompt the emergence of a particular understanding are not necessarily the ones that maintain

it as an institution throughout its existence. In oth€r words, the action-reaction chains under

pinning the institutional maintenance ofa Particular unde$tandinS may change in the course

of time. This points to the second, more signiicant problem in all three classical accounts of

the institutionalization of knowtedge. Brilliant insights notwithstanding, their analyses of the

processes by which people come to inhabit or move out of understandings in everyday life re'

main rudimentary. ln fact, more often than not th€ attestation ofhomologies substitutes for the

analysis ofprocess. We are l€ft with dazzling claims that there is a linl between the commodity

form and enlightenment thought (Marx 1958a; Lukecs1968; Sohn-Rethel 1970) or between the

physical layout of a village and the category of space (Durkheim 1995) without as much as €ven

the means to think through ,lo'l, the two arc connected in Practice. This is precisely where I

hope to improve matters by attending to Processes ofvalidation. For it is myclaim that uDdcr-

standings become actualiz€d and thus institutionalized in Particular ways through the iDterpl|y

ofhistorically specific processes of recognition, cofiobomtion, and resonance.

41. In general, the argument develoPed in this section is strongly influenced by the ph ilosofh i

cal anthropology of the r93os and r94os (Gehlen 1997; Cassirer 1997), which in thcir lurrr l)uil(l

on dle hermeneutic tradition.

42. It should be noted here that the movement from understandinS to an undcrslr n (linS lh rr I rs

the institutionalization ofa more stable form ofunderstanding, does not posc ils(ll lo rr rrrli(,rrtrl

choice or related "beuristics and biases" theorist. Thc rcrrs,,rr is sirrrlly thtrt lh. o|lin)iTirrH, rrl

culus is,  in lhcst  i r rd i t  i (nrs,  : rssu Intd tobc htr t r l  wir . , l i t r l r r r r r r r  hr . r i r r .A(r(  l i r r I ly , l lxynrr ' r ly^ '

lhcsl lb i l i lyol  insl i tut i rnrs i | l l ( r r r rst , l  i r r (d ' l ivr ' r l r r r , l t r t , r i r l l lhr ' l r  l r ' r r rs l ( ' r r r r i l r r ' r r

Underslandings, Politics, and Insliluiions a3

These institutionalized understandings provide, on the one hand, enor-

mous versatility to human existence. They enable learning and cultivation

from situation to situation and from person to Person, which adds a quan

tum leap to human beings' ability to act. On the other hand, however,lifting

of differentiations and integrations ftom the flow oflife, abstracting them

into schematic, memorable form, sets in motion an inevitable process of

reification. The more consistently and regularly validated understandings

become, that is, the more they are formed into institutions, the more certain

and thus actionable they are, but also the more thing- and eventually fetish-

like they become. Thus the constitution ofagency in the process of increas-

ing validation can be thought ofas framed by two boundary zones. The first

demarcates the transition from possible to actual understandings. There,

understandings gain or loose actionability (see figure 4.3 on p. zr3). Where

this boundary lies is very context sensitive, as even the simplest examPles

d€monstrate. What kind ofvalidation would one need before one would ac-

cuse a particular person ofa specific immoral or criminal behavior? How is

that different depending on whether one airs it in front of intimate friends, a

reporter's microphone, or a court oflaw? The other boundary zone, equally

determined by meta-understandings, sets ofa degree and kind ofcertainty

that no longer admits any doubts. Beyond it, the play ofvalidating forces is

so continuous, so decisive that understandings become naturalized and es-

sentialized. This is the domain of unquestioned background assumptions;

it is the territory ofthe phenomenologists' "natural perspectlve" (nat rliche

Einstellung) and Wittgenstein's "background." The uncontested nature of

these understandings begins to remove them first from critical reflection

and then from consciousness altogether. Behavior flowing from these un-

derstandings is quasi-automatic.

The more actions are based on background understandings, the more ef-

flcient they are: things can get done fast, without much deliberation; actions

and understandings are for all practical purposes fused; the coordination

with others who share in the same background can proceed with a mini-

mal degree of communication. In extension ofDurkheim (r997) one could

say the conscience collective Ls at the same time action collective. This seems

desirablc for situations in which fast, coordinated reaction is necessarv, It is

thc itlcll to which rnilitary commando units and secret service organizations

aspirc. Whclhcr brcl<grounci understirndings remain elTective (as opposedto

cll icicrrl) irr praclice, howr'vcr, in (hc l icnsc thdt they are good guides ofthe

wollt l irrrl l iu lcl iorr. depcrtls c'ntircly on l ltc rlcgrcc kr which the domains

ol  nr l iv i ly  v i r l i ( l r r l i r l . l  l l t t 'sr '  t t t t r lc ts lut t t l i t tgs r t f ( ' r t r l t t t l l ly  in lcgrated with the

rIrrrrr r i r r r  o l  r r r  t  iv  i ly  i r  wlr i , l t  l l r ls l  t t t t r l l t r l r t t t r l i t tgr  r t t t ' t lcpktyed. l l  thcybe-

HlI  l r t  { l r  l l l  r r | r | | l , l r | | { 'x  r t l t l i  l l l r l l l l r l l l r r t lhIr l  l r t r , l  nrrr  l r t l rh i t t rgc, l l t t ' r t ' l t tonls
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incrcrrsirrgly rlislcrrrling. As we will see, such disintegration happens easily
iu c(nrtcxts tl)irt l)rivilc8c rccognition at the expense ofdirect corroboration

cithcr bccluse lhis lrrrtlc ol validation is preferred according to the meta-

unclcrstaudirrgs in qucsliorl, or because direct corroboration is very com-
plex or sinrply unprircl ical. lust consider for a moment how ordinary cit izens
would w0Dt lo clircetly corroborate their government's claims about another
government'.s irltcnl ions. In such disjuncturesbetween the space ofvalidation
on the onehand lnclthe lleld ofaction ontheotherlies one ofthe roots ofcat-
astrophic failures of understandings. The fate ofsocialism is a case in point.

The stability of institutional arrangements

From what I have said so far it should be clear that although the actualization
ofunderstanding is necessary for the stabilization of action-reaction effect
flows, and thus ofall institutions, understandings are rolthe ultimate ground

on which other institutions rest. In matters social there is no such thing as
an ultimate ground. This is sobecause understandings rest in turn on valida-
tions, which rest on meta-understandings and institutionally conditioned
possibilities to occur. This may at first look like a game ofinfinite deferment,
and in a sense it is. A better way to thinkofthe relationship ofthese processes
is to see them as dialectically co-constituting each other, which also means

that they stabilize and/or destabilize each other However, they do so at differ-
ent rates creating the appearance of"structures" in front ofa faster changing
background. What is or is not in this sense "structural" can not be assumed
but must be adjudicated empirically (Sewell zoo5, r5r; Silverstein 2oo4,622;
Abbott zoorb, 259). And as before, textile metaphors suggest themselves to

capture the particular kind of stability institutional arangements display.
Institutionalized processes maybe seen as various kinds ofthreads interwo-

ven into a fabric. Even though certain threads may be more important than
others, there is t)?ically no single thread that literally weaves everlthing to'
gether Rather, the stability ofthe whole is provided by the mutual support of
a number ofthese threads supporting one another. This metaphor can help
to grasp apeculiar characteristic ofinstitutional dynamics. Onthe one hand,

they are rather resilient. While some threads may run out in the course of
time, theycanbe replacedbyothers. Organizations, for example, can accom-
modate fluctuations ofmembers and changes in rules. On the otherhand, thc
weakening of a number ofparallel threads can lead quickly to catastrophi.
failure. What is needed, then, is an analysis of how the mutual buttrcssing

of processes works. Because as I just argued, understandings givc rclion
reaction effect dynamics their qualitative shape, the dialectics ol-virlitlllion

will shed a particularly interesting Iight on processes of institul ionll izl l iol

and deinstitutionalization. Yet this has to wirit unl i l  chaptcr ,1.
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TH E POLITICAL

An analltical definition of politics immediately follows from consequent

processualism, that is, the imagination ofthe socialworld as acomplexofin-

terconnected processes of people-entangling flows of actions and reactions

that-where regularized-form institutions. The Political is best grasPed as

a particular take on sociallife; itis awayoflooking at actions inviewof their

role in forming institutions, no matter whether only judging or planning

them. In this sense we commonly speak ofa "political person' as someone

who cannot but look at actions from the perspective oftheir consequences

for institutional arangements. Conversely and equally commonly, someone

may reproach others for being apolitical because they fail to regard the efects

ofwhat they do for institutional armngements. "Politicization ' is accordingly

a process that reflexively tries to bring into view the fact that Particular kinds

ofactions do form institutions that may or may not be deemed desirable. It is

hated by some precisely because it involves a certain loss ofinnocence Poli-

tics is more than a point ofview, however. It is the deliberate efort to effect,

maintain, or alter particular institutions. Politics is therefore ametapractice,

a practice about practices.a3 Although a large number ofactions have con-

sequences for the existence of particular institutions, which may justiff an

analyst to call them political in their objective effects, only a small number

of them qualify as politics from the subiective Perspective ofthe actor, be-

cause most institution-forming action effects materialize only as unintended

consequences. Simply conflating the political and the social is tantamount

to conflating intentions with consequences, planning with the unpredictable

concatenation of action-reaction-effect flows. As socialism has shown, as a

peculiar form of(mis-)understanding society, this conflation can lead to the

fantastical attribution of intentions (more on this in chapter 9). And as I will

show in chapter r, a politics failing to understand its own limits, that is the

limits of intentionality within a particular institutional matrix, is in danger

ofdrifting into idealism (in the philosophical sense).nn

43. lle fornrul lion I am using here is indebted to one of Foucault's definitions of gov€rn-

DrcDtalily is 'tonduct of conduct" (r99r; Gordon 1991). And the beginning ofthe discursive

u')dcrslfl)diog ol dLlion rs lolitical in this scnse comes about Precisely in the historical context

Iro c ull rlcsLrilrns with lhc olhcr nrc ni|lg ol thc rcrm Sol,ernmentality,Ihe emergence ofthe

r i r l r / '  l l l ' . r 's  s( l l  l l f l ( [  l l \ l l rx l i r )g Is nct iv( ly shi l , i ' rg lhc condi t ions of i ts own sel f - reproduct ion

h1 rr l l l rHirBl f l r l lory$r, l  l r ) l ' t r l , r t i0tr  ( l t  v .h l ' r r r t r r t  l r {n h is l (  
'  
f icr l ly  i l luminat ing case studies

Nc S,ol l  r , r , )Brrrr , l (  r r r ro l l  , (n,n

4a. l [ , . , l l r l l r !  l I ' I  l ' r ' lwf . r  lh, ' t " r l l l l ,  ' r l , I r , l l l r .  
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' r i r  
.orrso( l t rcnt  Proces-
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l lr lr rrrt ir l, t lrr '  r lcl irrit iorr ()l lx)l i t ics as deliberate efort to shape institutions

h,rrvr.r ' l lrr r I rttrt ir t ottse iottsly wiclc, ln the sense ofthe definit ion' there are,

Irr r. lrrrrplr '. lrrrri ly poli l ies divit l ing labor between husband and wife (e.g.,

||rrrIrr 'rIr|[| tt8,l) l l l tcrc ittc polit ics of language establishing the Predoml-

Ir,r||(( ' i ' l  | ir| | i(t l l i l | ..otlcs l irt ctcirt ing patterns of inclusion or exclusion in

tNc (r'.p,,, ( i i t l  r979, !991; (; i l l  and Irvine zooo); there are polit ics ofreligion

cstirhlishirrg l lrc trouuclaly bctween different creeds and rituals (Riesebrodt

)( x,/ ); t lrelc rc polit ics ofeconomic behavior aiming to make people into

!(rrslrr)cr.s (c.g., de Grazia zoo5); and there are intensiff ing Polit ics of

scicnti l ic l<nowledge (Coll ins and Pinch, 1993, 1999; Stehr 2oo3; Rose u oo7).
'lherc is even a politics of nature, because to an ever-increasing extent, the

natural environment in which we live has become an institution that can

only be maintained in a particular form through widely scoPed intercon-

nected flows of actions and reactions (Diamond zoo5).

Political Organizations

Politics itself is subject to institutionalization. In fact, as especially Lenin

(r96rh) and Weber (r98o) have argued, in order to be efective in a comPlex

mass society, politics must be organized. In the simplest case, particular in-

dividuals' politics can become institutionalized ifothers helP them to regu-

Enlightenment these imaginaries were thoroughly Political. Togetherness was conceived rn

terms ofa rational construct, as the effect ofioint action to create instilutions, that is, Politics

However, during the barcque a second tradition breaks way beginning to conceive order in

togetlerness no longei as the consequence ofreasoned intentions, but as the unintended con'

sequence of actions that were undertaken for reasons that have nothing to do with the emergent

order, which may in fact be its polar oPposite. Mandeviue with his Fdrle o/ f/]e Bees is among

the 6rst authors we still read today to articulate such a radical departure from contractarian

thinking. His thought, prefrSuring Adam Smith's "invisible handi'leads to the market tradition

in thinking thrcugh the concatenation ofunintended consequences. The other is the herme

neutic tradition that can be thought ofas starting with Vico. Both start in self conscious op

position to the prevailing contractarian thought ofth€ir time. In this shift ofemphasis lies the

oriSin ofthe thoroughly modern notion ofthe "socialj' which as Peter Wagner shows (zooo)'

pertained at lirst to that unruly sphere between th€ Private household (which the Paterlnnriliis

could imagine as following his him) and the state (the concePtion of which was st ill b se(l

on the frction ofa sovereign actor). The sphere in between does include the nlrrl(et, whi'h

as Smith most famously aryued, follows in the generation of order nobody's inlcnlr('rrs rrr

particular Since then we have something of a tu8-of war between the socirl 'rn(l lhf l)r'lili

cal, which Dominic Boyer (zoos) has so aptly describ€d in reference to Gcrnrtrrr ir)lfll(\ lrrrl!

as a dialectic between "spirit and system:' The social is the unintentionrli lhl P{rlilr rrl i5 ll!

iDtentional.
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larize their efforts to shape institutions.a5 Ottcc the institutional character

ofa person's efforts is understood, it can be abstracted from any particular

individual as a role, which might eventually {ind other incumbents. That

entails that the support likewise becomes abstracted in the form of roles.

Assemblies ofsuch roles working in some coherent fashion at the realization

ofparticular kinds ofinstitution-forming effects are organizations; theyop-

erate as self-conscious, political institutions, The promise of organizations

is that they are much better suited to overcome a number of fundamental

problems involved in doing politics than individuals. In particular, they al-

low for the pooling and redistribution of skills, material resources, and time;

they can be used as conduits to projectiyely articulate actions and reactions;

and they can help to disseminate and stabilize understandings by forming

an established network of authority. More generally speaking, they can ease

the collective action problem involved in all politics by getting a significant

number and/or significantly located people to maintain or alter their reac

tions to the actions ofothers.

Seen from this perspective, marketing companies aiming to sustain spe-

cific forms ofconsumer behavior or even consumer subjectivities, as well as

churches hoping to establish a certain form ofpiety, can be as much under-

stood as political organizations, as citizen initiatives, and the White House.

Seen from the perspective ofthe sociologyofunderstanding, politics is objec-

tivelywhat social organization is about. This is, however, not necessarily how

organizations present themselves. Theirpolitics mayin fact be hidden, ifnot

necessarily for political reasons, then certainly with political consequences

by a language sufTused with institutional fetishism. Yet, no matter whether

their'goalsl' 'bbjectivesl' or "missions" are "profitsi "securityl' or "educationl'

they are merelynames for particular regularized interwoven action-reaction

elTectflows. Andtryingto give those a particular enduring form is an activity

aiming at institution formation and thus an act ofpolitics.

What distinguishes organizations ftom institutions is self-reflexiyity. In

otherwords, at least some people whoparticipate in theirformation know-

not necessarily in language used here-that they are institutions that need

to be activcly maintained, This insight leads them to engage in self-politics

on bchrll'of the organization. Self-reflexivity in this sense is an immense

opPorlurrily in th.lt it allows organizations to identif and fight threats to

tlrcil owr irsli lul iorlrl upkccp. Yct, cspecially for polit ical organizations,

lhis is l l irtcl ir l rr()nrfnt irs scll l)oli l ics (orr bchalfofself maintenance) and

, t6.  Wlrnt  I r i ,  t ly  t | ,  r ' ,1,  , ' l  , , lh,  r r  r r  l l r r I  or i l ' r l  l r  t l r , r t  l ' , ,  l l r t '  r (  nso s wl |y i l  is  ( ' f tcn di l i icul t
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politics (or l)chirll ol il t.lrgct institution) begin to comPete for attention. Be-

cirusc lx)lilicill orgillizltion$ typically oPerate at a much smaller scale than

thc instituli(nrs th('y lruvc lurgeted, self-politics is usually also much easier

to rio, p(rviding cxlrir inccntivcs to engage in it rather than in efforts to

accornplish thc nrolc clusive external political goals an organization is

pursuing.

Since so much ol social lif-e is about institutionalization, a further institu-

tional layer has emerged to regulate the political in the wider sense in which

I have so far used the term. What is at issue here is the regulation ofPeoPles'

rights and duties to participate in or withdraw from any kind ofProcesses

ofinstitution formation. This regulation ofPolitics is constitutional politics.

Since constitutional politics has to be organized if it is to be effective, it

must be self-reflexive, including the regulation ofpeoples' rights and duties

to participate in this process of regulating regulation, of particiPating in

the politics ofpolitics. Historically, states have emerged as sets of political

organizations to engage in constitutional politics at the most general level.

Howeyet states are not the only sets oforganizations engaged in it. In prin-

ciple, any voluntary association does to the degr€e that it distributes rights

and duties, encourages or discourages its members to involve themselves

in some kind of institution-forming processes but not in others; and so do

many'traditionaf' qpes oforganizations such as churches and families. Not

surprisingly, the boundaries between different domains of constitutional

politics have become one ofthe major objects of contention between vari-

ous schools ofpolitical philosophy, their embodiment in fighting ideologies,

and ofcourse day-to-day politics itself.

Falling in line with the need of organizations to engage in self-politics,

states are at least as much concerned with the particiPation oftheir citizens

and that of foreign states in their own reProduction as they are in external

political proiects or constitutional politics. In fact, their very position has al-

lowed them tobecome the most powerful institution building, maintaining,

and destrofng set of organizations around, challenged in capabilities only

by very large private corporations. Needless to say, the state has used these

very capabilities for purposes of self-politics. That in turn has giYen consti-

tutional politics a different flavor: the rights and duties to Participate in or

withdraw from processes of institution formation have become increasingly

focused on the institutions of the state. Small surprise, then, that the state

as a set ofpolitical organizations has become a thoroughly ambiguous phc-

nornenon. For good reasons, it is the object ofas much hope as offcar 'lhis

is why politics in a narrow sense has emerged as state-centered Politicsi il

is the stateb effort to shape institutions, and other peoples' and itrstiltrtiorrs'

efforts to slraDe the state.

Underclandings, Polilics, and Instiiutions 4s

Main Forms of Politica

Consequent processualism also provides a simple analltical framework to

study the means ofdoing politics. This will be useful when I discuss the poli-

tics ofthe pafy state to institutionalize socialism in the following two chaP-

ters, as well as in chapter 8 when I will discuss the ways in which dissidents

empowered themselves to engage in Politics, and in chaptergwhen I provide

an overview ofhow the Stasi in particular tried to disemPower them. Follow-

ing the logic ofconsequent processualism, politics can intervene at the level

ofgeneral enablementaswell as at the four principal moments ofProcess, that

is, understanding, action, proiective articulation, and reaction. This yields an

ideal-qpical schema. With the €xception ofthe last tlpe, each can come in

more or less dialogic or monologic varieties, depending on how politicians

address others to become involved in the settingand execution ofpolitics.

There is first a politi cs of general enablement or disabkment,which is the

very basis of any form of constitutional politics. Instead of aiming at the

foundation, maintenance, or change ofparticular institutions, one may want

to enable or disable a person, a group, or whole categories ofpersons from

participating in processes ofinstitution formation more generally. Enable-

ment means to provide people with material resources, tim€, and PerhaPs
some secondary, enabling set ofinstitutions that allow for the development

of understandings and social networks. Disablement can analogously pro-

ceed by attempting to prevent people from developing or maintaining more

stable understandings for example, by means of terror, psychological and

social destabilization, or by the creation of some kind ofinformation over-

load, Moreover, it can work by depriving people ofmaterial resources in form

of income, shelter, or health, thus creating a cobweb of time-consuming and

thus freedom-extinguishing "necessities." Finally, it can work at least selec-

tively by absorbing people into the reproduction ofparticular institutions

(e.g., through overwork and through completely organized leisure time),

thus preventing people ftom participating in other kinds of activities.

Intervening at the moment ofaction, there is, second, apolilics as policy

whereby actors spell out and often communicate to others the conditions for

their own participation in forming particular kinds of institutions.a6 Poli-

cies arc cxplicit unclerstandings, not necessarily put in practice but certainly

crcrlibly lcirlizablc in perfitrnrirnce about what kinds ofactions one does or
(locs rrot wilnl lo cnBlgc in tttrrlcr whal spccil ic circumstances. Ofcourse, ef-
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leclivc policies plcsul)lxrsc il(lcquate understandings about how processes of

inst i l  ut iouir l izirt ion lclttLtl ly procced. One has to know something about how

the merc conl n) u |t icirl ioll (n irc t ual performance of onet own actions, either

directly or rrs sigrrs, inllucrtccs thc lbrmation ofthe targeted institution.

Then, tberc is ir politlts ol (projectite) articulation/dis&rticulation Ihat

aims to intervene rt lhc nlonrent of effect flows in action-r€action chains.

Most simply spe:rking, one c.rn either try to stimulate or PreYent certain

kinds of face-to-face interactions. Since more broadly scoPed institutions

all depend on projective articulations across time and sPace one may wish to

block such flows by disarticulating, that is, isolating, actions from potential

reactions. Managing or preventing the circulation and storage/maintenance/

residence ofall forms of understandings, goods, and people in the form of

secrecy, censorship, customs, Permits, licenses, Passports, and such are all

political means in this sense. Converselt one may want to create articula-

tions where there were none before. Any form ofpublication may do this

(be it by a public relations agent or awhistle-blower trying to trigger a scan-

dal). Put more generally, the politics ofarticulation rests on easing, manag-

ing, or preventing the access to communication, transPortation, or storage/

maintenance/residence.
Next, one can try to induce others to undertate (or refrain from under-

taking) targeted actions that according to one's own understandings about

action-reaction efect flows are constitutive ofinstitutions. Short ofviolent

force, all ways to do so have to take into account targeted actor's understand-

ings, which the politician has to come to know and engage with. There are

two principle approaches to this politics of induction. On the one hand, one

can take the basic understandings of others as fixed-either because one

believes that they are part ofhuman nature that is by definition unalterable

(as rational choice theorists do), or because one believes one does not have

the institutional means to influence them. In this case one has to work with

the existing understandings, for example, by providing positive or negative

incentives. This slyle of politics t)?ically aims to utilize existing understand -

ings about desirable goods or undesirable states by rewarding target actions

or by punishing deviations from them. This is the politics of sin taxes, tax

holidays, performance bonuses, but also ofmedals, prizes and other honors.

Much political rhetoric also works with existing understandings by making

appeals to identities, moral, aesthetic, or logical norns. On the other hancl,

one might want to p:u;slue an educational approach, which aims at resllilp

ing the understandings oftarget actors. This can be done by eithcr lcachirrg

them directly and/or by helping to actualize those of their unc'lcrslilnclitrgs.

which promise to increase the likelihood that the target perlirrtnirttcc will

in fact occur. In other words, educational polit ici lns mtlst lry l l) l)((oll l .

i ruthot i t ics.  Thcy r lo thcir  work hy st ' l t ' t l ivr ' ly  tctrrgt t iz i t tg cr f l i r i r r  t r l t ( l r l
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standings; they try to make visible howcertain eyents indirectly corroborate

desired understanding; and they try to make sure that target understandings

will resonate with people.

Finally, there is politics by brute force. Unfortunately, as the global suc-

cess oflarge-scale theft, murdeq and genocide shows, force is an inefficient

means ofpolitics only where the ongoing willing and knowing cooPeration

ofthe subdued is needed. Where it is, however, brute force tl?ically gives

way to other forms ofpolitics. Yet, even they usually face a dilemma. Want-

ing changes in institutions, all politics has to change how targeted People act

and react to one another in a sustained way. To achieve this, politicians have

to relate to people. Since dialogic relating imPlies the oPenness ofpoliticians

to change their goal, it is the great temptation ofPolitics to relate to People
in an objectifying way, both to honor the goal's presumed dignity as well as

in the interest ofefficiency. Where politics' goals are not universally shared

by the targeted people, objectification may triS8er resistance, however small,

that can ultimately thwart goal attainment. The degree to which politics is

monologic or dialogic may therefore have consequences for its success. How

much this matters and in what way reactions to politicians' initiatives will

form depends entirely on the way that people understand these initiatives

in the first place, as Nina Eliasoph has shown (1998).

Power

This has consequences for the concept ofpor.r.,er: It should no longer be seen

as what politics is primarily about (Weber r98o,822), but much more its

precondition, that is, the ability to engage successfully in politics. Central

to power is the abilitl to make reactions follow actions in a predictable way,

which necessarily includes means ofprojective articulation, or what Michael

Mann (1984) has called "infrastructural power." More, however, since we

cannot build, maintain, or transform institutions on our own, power is the

ability to maneuver not onlywithin, but most notably with the help ofexist-

ing institutional arrangements and thus always with the assistance ofothers,

to achieve a political goal. This is where what often is called "soft power"

corncs in (l,ukcs 1974). Seen in this way, power is the ability to Play given

scls ol irrslil r.rl ion$ f(rr the sake of influencing some of them. Needless to say,

de|cnding ort lhc institulion torgcted for creation, maintenance, or chaage,

ul(l I lrf si luirt ion in which lhis is supposcd to be done, power requires rather

tl i l lc.rt rrl kitrt ls ol ttttt lctslitttt l i ttgs, l l tcoli( 's, cr)lotivc disPositions, and skil ls
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I  l l l lFFutsl lo l t

l. l f lai l l  l t l  l l l lr lFlrlr l l l( l i l l$s i l l)out the Processes forming the target institu-

i ir lr ' l lrtr rlt l tt lr l l ttr ' l trt lc it icas about the understandings ofthe various

Itl lh lll*ltlr lrx nl((l irr I lrc littrrics ofaction-reaction effect flows that consti-

irrlc l lrr lttr l l lrrt iorr l irrgctcti by polit ics. The social imaginary ofpeople who

wdll lr i lrrrlJf l lrc l i lbric ol-institutions in and through which they l ive need

rrrit Ir l lrrw tlr lr idt ' i l l-typical sociological construct To analyze the success

nrrl l,r l lrttc ol t)olit ics, it is indispensable to study ho Polit icians imagine

llr, rrrr lrrl worltl, how they understand its operations, and how they there-

Ir rrr, |tt rr l.Islnr(l tlreir Possibilities for intervention. Ofcourse, and contrary

lr ilrr1llislir unclcrstandings of Foucauldian power/knowledge dynamics'

tlrr.r'r. r rr rtlt'r'standings can be misleading They can actually undermine

Irowfr rill hcr than further it. Consequent processualism provid€s at least a

, r it i. u I li lrrrework to begin with an analysis of the suitability of Particular

rrrrt lcrstandings for Polit ics.
It is not uncommon that human beings understand their world in such

r way that they see, at least for themselves, no possibilities for effective in-

tervention. This is the case, for example, whelever peoPle believe that the

social world is determined by transcendental powers, no matter whether

they be called by the name of some personal god or some abstract princiPle

such as history. Dominic Boyer (zoo5, ro-r3) calls this "negative dialectical

knowledgei'n7 lfit prevails, Politics in the sense presented here (in extreme

cases even the political as a way to think) ceases to exist The very condi-

tion for the Possibility of politics is the defetishization of institutions by

comprehending them as suscePtible to human influence What this enables

is what Boyer terms "PositiYe dialectical knowledgei' I call understandings

orienting politics po litical understandings. They enable institutional creation

or transformation. The process of their imagination, negotiation' testing'

cedification, their formation into institutions, can then properlybe called a

political epistemics. In spite of its lofty name it takes its home in the humble

quarters ofpoor families and street gangs as much as in the hallowedhalls of

governments, universities, think tanks, and corporate headquarters'

Political understandings may carry the Promise of a social world more

to the liking of the politician. Historically speaking, the appeal of political

philosophy and later also ofideology and the social sciences lay precisely in

47. With his notion'dialectical knowledgel' Dominic Boyer (2oot,1o) uses a concePt rclalcd to

\thtIl .all potitical understcnditlg albeit with the more specific sense of "knowledgcs ol soci l

clynamics, relations and forms that center on Perceived ontological tensions betwcco lh( l'nl

porality of potentiality and actualitf and beiween the spatiality of interiorily an(l txlefilrityl

He traces the oscillation between a Positive, agency-afirming form of such krlrwl(lg' * rrr'l

r  ncgtr l ivc rgcDcy-denyinS one through thc contcxts of  th ' i r  cmcrgcr 'e i r r  ov( r  lwr '  l r r r r r r l t ' r l

yc l fs (n ( ;cf ln i r r r  hrs l rn) ]
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their potential to def€tishize institr.rtional orders and thus to enable politics.

This does not mean that they were right. lrolitical understandings as ideolo-

gies can become fetishized themselves and socialism is the Prime example-

This has led to the paradoxical phenomenon ofan ultimately enslaving poli

tics ofliberation. To develop a few useful tools to think through this problem

more generally by way ofan intensive engagement with GDR socialism as

an exemplar is the hope of this book.

At the end of this section an important reminder is in place. Many in-

stitutions are not the consequence of politics, and most, if not all, are not

the consequence ofpolitics alone. This has important consequences for the

possibilities and limits ofpolitical knowledge. Being capable ofdeveloping

appropriate political krowledge is no guarantee for the ability to engage

in successful politics and self-politics. Institutions with a larger base may

always exceed the very possibility ofpolitics. Nevertheless, for Politics to be

as effective as it can be, adequate political knowledge is a precondition (the

possibility of lucky ignorance notwithstanding).

coNcLusroNs

Stated in the shortest and most general possible way, my argument so far

has been that the particular dynamic of institutions needs to be analyzed

in reference to understandings and the ways in which they are stabilized or

destabilized. A fortiori this is true for political institutions and organiza-

tions. The rationale behind this argument follows a genetic account of the

formation of institutions. I argued that they are formed in action-reaction

effect flows that are, although generally enabled by material resources and

time, mov€d in a particular direction only by understandings that orient,

direct, coordinate, and explain or legitimize Particular actions, thereby link-

ing them as reactions to past or expected future actions. Understandings

contribute significantly to the stabilization of institutions to the degree that

they themselves become institutionalized. For this to happen, understand-

ings need to be continuously validated. Validation takes place in encoun-

ters with other people deemed authorities (i.e., through recognition), as the

result of an evaluation of the merits of understandings in orienting action

(i.e., in corroboration), or by agreement with aheady existing understand-

ings (i.c., by rcsonance). These validations, too, can at least Partially become

iust i l  ul ionrlizcrl. lusl inltginc t hc wilys in which our understanding that we

lle irr t irr. l I lrt ' lrt ' l l t 'r 'ol a [artiettlrtt tt i ttt]c is conl inuously validated through

r l ( \ ' r r lv  inst i l r r l iot l  l iz | r l  l i r l r r rs rr l  i t r I l ress,  i t ( l r t t i l ) is l r i l t ivc documentat ion,
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lhrl wlrprcvcr they are stable, that is, institutionalized' buttress

hlft *h:tev"r' rrtttrc are changing, others will be affected' Possibly

h*!rl ltl llte r nrr ol ( il)ll socialism on each other's heels'

Ii ,frali,,1 , u,, u,llrrg char]ge effects We have therefore a unique way of

ilfitlih; finre r rl lroth' uPParent stability and catastrophic failure' which fol-

MtllxrrlohlBh rllly this means we should focus our investiSation on Pro-

tlttft ttl I ( rrllNlittltion between formed understandings and other kinds

ttf ltull lrt l Ir t i . ' lhcse processes of co-constitution take the form ofa dia-

leelir wltlrc lllcy remain open They do so where processes of validation

tllrll ul\'rr ctrcled, where they are allowed some degree of play, which is

hr rly, wltcrt' t hcy are not fully institutionalized. Such openn€ss is imPortant

I rltlrrrllon$ of social change necessitating an adiustment of understand-

lIgi fir(l institutions to changing circumstances. However, processes ofco-

I Inrrtllution can also be short-circuited, that is, closed onto each other' We

wlll rcc in the course ofthe investigation that institutionalizing validations

lr rrot simple, especially in the case of resonances (because of their long-

lcrnr temporal horizon and their inertia) and in the case ofcorroborations,

which can only become institutionalized to the degree that they are efec-

lively remade in the image of recognitions. We shall see that some meta-

understandings, epistemic feeling patterns, ideologies, and practices make

short-circuiting much easier In the case ofGDR socialism, short-circuiting

was prevalent, because its self-Politics was driven by understandings em-

phasizing mobilization at the expense of critique. How this came about his-

todcally is the topic of the next chapter.

THE EMPIRICAL AND THE THEORETICAL_

A N OTE ON METTIOD

Consequent Processualism and Ethnography

Adopting the meta-theoretical framework of consequent Processualism has

profound consequences for the study of institutions. They need to be un-

derstood in terms ofthe interconnected flows ofactions and reactions that

form them. However, much of social-scientific analysis has taken to reif-

ing institutions. This is done, even where lip service is paid to the ontology

of institutional formation, most notably in Durkheimt highly influential

Rules of the Sociological Method (t982) and the various kinds of sociological

structuralisms that have systematically built on it. There are several reasons

for this. First, as Durkheim's text makes clear, there is a particular normir-

tive understanding of what proper science is about that is inspired by thc

phenomenal success of the natural sciences in the nineteenth century ll

proposes that legitimate scienti l ic objects are things that are indcPcn(lctl l
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of the human imagination. Accordingly, thc condition for the Possibility
of a true science ofthe social is taken k) rcst in strictly limiting analysis to

the causal relations among different kincls o[social things. Thus Durkheim

analyzes how one particular form of institutions, most imPortantly forms

ofsocial organization, "cause" other kinds ofinstitutions, most notably Par-
ticular forms of solidarity (1997) or categories ofthe mind (r995). With a few

(albeit notable) exceptions, he is not interested in the distributed action-

reaction flows that alone can transport an effect and thus 'cause" one in-

stitution to have an impact on another. The whole Durkheimian tradi-

tion has in consequence developed a penchant for fetishizing institutional

arrangements.
The second reason for reification is its promise ofparsimony in explana-

tion. Talking about'tlassed' or "stated' or 'brganizations" as collective actors

reduces the complex, distributed flow of efects in a myriad of actions and

reactions into a much more simple analysis. Under certain circumstances,

treating institutions as if they were things is a justifiable analltical short-

hand, just as it is a necessary, and by no means necessarily problematic,

shorthand in everyday life. But even then it is imPortant to develop an

ethnographic imagination (Glaeser zoo5) that allows us to retranslate in-

stitutions into the processes that form them. Where we cannot do this, we

have no way ofvalidating our analysis, because institutions aPpear to us only

in the actions and reactions ofPeoPle in real tirne and space. Without their

retranslation into interconnected action-reaction flows we can also neither

say what institutions (and our analysis) mean for the life ofpeople nor can

we propose courses of action that could either helP to maintain or change

institutions shouldwe desire to do so. Thus, without an ethnographic imagi-

nation, we end up with a meaningless sociology of shadows, a theater of

'tollective actors;' of"forces" or'variables," orworse, still, a mere exhibition

of"structures" set up not as a means to the end ofa better comprehension of

social lfe, which also ofers hope and suggestions for how to change it, but

very much for its own sake.

Against these various structuralisms, against the fetishization ofinstitu-

tions in the social sciences (as opposed to the eYeryday), the processual

lormation ofinstitlrtions has been recovered repeatedly in the history ofthe

sociaf scicrtces as a critical device.as

48. A 8(r(1r logy r) t  n l l lhrns wlx)  hnvf ctn] l r i l ) ( lc( l  nrajor picccs to the recovery and/or refor-
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While the institutional fetishisms of the everyday effectively undercut

the very possibility of politics, academic forms make it more difficult to

comprehend institutional change while serying at the same time as political

ideoiogies. Ethnography promises a way out ofthis predicament because it

urges the study of process (Gluckman 1967; Moore ;978)' However' more

traditional ethnograPhic conventions, above all the fixation on the imme-

diate spatial, temporal, and social context, render the study of institution

fo.-ution difficult. Luckily, in th€ last quader century ethnography has

come a long way in oYercoming at least some of these problems by having

become hisiorical (e.g., Sahlins r98r; Moore 1986; Comaroff and Comaroff

r99z). And yet, the theoretization of processes has' in my opinion' lagged

behind clcscription. This has something to do with the ways in which social

scicnlisls think about the relationship betwe€n theoretical and empirical

wort<. O n c way to produce a tighter link between theoretization and descrip-

t iolr is wlrirt I have called analytical ethnography (Glaeser zooo; zoo5) The

sllndard lorc of common procedure in social research is to begin with an

ir)lcrest in a Particular social arena' which is then dramatized into a Pointed

cnrpirical pizzle. This supposedly gets solved by mobilizing the right kind

ol t hcory, which may get adjusted, amended, or transcended in the course of

solving the puzzle. Without even beginning to get into the qu€stion of

whetherthis is in fact what social scientists do, one conclusion aboutthis ac-

count is obvious: the empirical puzzle comes first, and theory develoPment is

relegated to the status ofa side-product ofthe research process lt is neither

explicitly given a role in the choice ofthe empirical arena ofinterest' nor is it

acknowledged how much of (mostly implicit) theory goes into the formula-

tion ofthe puzzle. The Point ofanal)'tical ethnography is to engage questions

about the socialworld in which we live and theoretical problems dialectically

dght from the start ofthe project. This means that the arena of investigati on

is chosen notjust for its intrinsic interest but at least as much for the theory

development Potential it holds. Theory and the story which is developed as

an answer to the empirical puzzle at hand, are developed pari passu'

This confronts us with the following questions: "Why are answers to

sociological puzzles stories?" and "what does theory have to do with nar-

rative?" Driven by action-reaction effect flows social processes are contrn-

gent; their course is principally open.ae This does not imply that they can-

not be also highly regular and thus more predictable' However' regularity

and predictability is something that needs to be accounted for by analyzing

the metaprocesses that stabilize and regularize tlpes ofrcrclions lo types ol

49. l i ) r  tw( '  co| |c. l l , l rs in.csst lys 7| t ' l ' i l )8 in ( l I l  l l | (  | l lnI lc |  
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actions.s0I have in the previous sections ofthis chapter explainedhowl plan

to go about analyzing the stabilization of particular understandings as an

inroad into investigations of institutional stability and change. NanatiYes

are the particular form in which we have learned to communicate a linked

sequence ofevents, and thus they are the means ofchoice to relate them (e.9.,

White r9Z3; Ricoeur 1984). The ana$ical work ofpicking and connecting

relevant t)?es of events out of an infinitesimally complex tapestry ofhap-

penings, of proposing systematic action-reaction links at the core of these

events, and of hypothesizing how these €vents constitute, maintain, or

change institutions is the work done by a particular kind of emPlotment.

Stories are composed ofa number of elements such as characters, locations,

actions, and events. They arrange them along the linear temporality oftell-

ing that makes yisible the underlying temporal order of happenings that are

related through the story Following Aristotle (r97o), the workofsynthesiz

ing the sundry elements ofstory into a coherent-appearing whole has been

called emplotment (cf., Ricoeur r984). Helpful for the work ofconstructing

this slnthesis are cultural forms, templates oftaletelling such as genres, and,

even more importantly, standard forms of emPlotment. Arguably the best

known among these are tragedy, comedy, satire, and romance (Frye 1957),

The use of these templates as synthesizing devices relies on audiences to

fill in commonplace associations between the elements of story (e.9., that

jealousy can turn human beings into murderers, that fathers try to replicate

themselves in their sons, etc.). The social sciences cannot satisfy themselves

with telling stories in this sense. They must critically investigate the slnthe-

sizing links of story. In other words, they must explicitly refle ct on the efec-

tile emplotffient ofthe tales they tell, which is to say that they need to develoP

theories explicating the dynamics of process. The theoretization ofprocess

is possible because the chain oflinks from actions to reactions and institu-

tions comes about in fairly regular ways, a fact that opens the dynamics of

process to careful generalizations. These, however, must take into account

that the production oflinks in process is contingent on local circumstances,

for example, the understandings ofevents by ParticiPants or the wider insti-

tutional lield in which action-reaction sequences are embedded.st

60. Ar ilhxlrnti(nr lin lhc ru(littrl contirrgcncy ofprocesses and institutions that look so stable
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Theory can be developed by working forth and backbetween using alter-

native elTective emplotments as data-mining tools on the one hand (ifa per-

son has reacted this way then there should have been this kind ofantecedent

action; if a social formation has changed this way then there should be this

kind of action to alter it, etc.) and the integration of these data into stories

on the other. The altercation betlveen data and theory, stories, and effective

employment can come to a (provisional) end when a locally satisffing 6t

between story and data is achieved. In their final versions, theory and story

are therefore both results presupposing each other The story is eff€ctively

emplott€d by the theory and the theory is the reflexive abstraction of suc-

cessively refined stories.s2 That does not guarantee that theory and narrative

are perfectly adjusted to each other. The narrative will always outstriP the

theory, andtheorywill take flights offancythat are not fullyreflected in nar-

rative. This is so because both constantly overshoot each other And at one

point one has to come to a stop. Science after all is an open ended process.

It lives by unruly narratives and overshooting theories. Where else wouldwe

get the ideas from for the next round of investigating social life?

Data

The data I have collected for this study originate in a wide Yariety ofdiffer-

ent sources. Howeve! the main body flows from a historical ethnography

of Stasi's efforts to control the Peace, civil rights, and environmental move-

ments in East Berlin during the r98os. This historical ethnography relies on

the one hand on intensive interviews with twenty-five Stasi offic€rs, sixteen

opposition members, and three secret informants. These interviews varied

greatly in length. The shortest ones lasted two hours; the tl?ical interyiew

was conducted over three to four sessions with a total of six to eight hours

of interview time; some interyiews with selected key informants stretched

over a whole year, totaling forty hours of interyiew time. There are more in-

terviews with Stasi officers for the simple reason that there is far more pub

Iished material about the lives of oPPosition members, including memoirs

on which I could rely in addition to the interviews. On the other hand the

historical ethnography builds on archival material mostlyfromthe Stasi' bul

also from the opposition collected in the Stasi archives, and especially thc

52. In the end, then, one could te l l  the story wi thout m:rk i rg lh.  l l { \n y cxPl ic i t  l lowcvc' ,

sel f  consciously wr i t ing stor ics on lhc brsis ol  cf lecl iv! .  f rnI ln rrr f t ' l \  wlrr l '  r r r r r l ( i r rBlh( lhf(rry

expl ic i t  rnd thus rvr i l . r l ) lc  l i ) r  ( l iscnssn is t r  . (  t r l t i l  ,  orrr l r ' r r ,  $ l  ! l  r f l l f \ l ! r  { r  l r r l  s{  i (  r r l i l r (

tJrrLl i f (s. l r l . . l , lh.(x| l i . i l ( l (v. l t ) tnrkrr l , ,1r l l . , l i r . . r , ' l ' l ,nr1r ' r r thh'rr l , r l t l i l t I t t l , l l t , r r r r r r r , l r

r r t r  i r r lcUt t r l  l ,xr l  , ' l  f lhrr i t f l r , r | l rn I t i (  l l {  . r , r r  r l  r !  t \  l ' l '  " l l r  " r r r  
I  l r r t  |  'n l l '  l r " r rd l  wr l r l r r l (  rv l r r ' r I

r '1 ' l . r r r r l r " r r '  " r  t \ ) '  l , , , l , , ra/ i l , " r , r  1 l r ,  |  . , , , r  ' ,  ,1 ' ,  r ,  t , ' '1"  l ,  r r t '
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Mathias Domaschk archive in the Robert Havemann Society, a private foun-

dation. The interyiews provide retrospective autobiographical accounts, re-

constructions ofdaily routines, reflections on local ideologies and Practices,
and descriptions ofevents from several perspectives. The archival material

supplies on the one hand propaganda material, contemPorary action plans'

reports about events, security assessments, training materials and textbooks,

official rules and regulations, planning documents, case Progress notes that

were formulated by Stasi officers and oth€r state and Party agenci€s. On the

other hand, the archival material furnishes olicial letters, Petitions, posi

tion statements, and samizdat publications written by members of several

opposition groups.

I paid close attention to matching oficers, oPPosition members, and se-

cret informants onto each other as Participants in the same social arena.

The choices were driven by what was interesting as much as by what docu-

ments could be made available and who was willing to talk. Although I

have collected wider contextual information, I have in the end focused on

an interrelated set of Berlin oPPosition groups, among which Women for

Peace (Frauen fiir den Frieden), the Initiative for Peace and Human RiShts

(Initiative fiir Frieden und Menschenrechte or IFM), the Ecological Library

(Umweltbibliothek), and the Peace Circle Friedrichsfelde (Friedenskreis

Friedrichsfelde) form the core.

The advantage ofpairing documentary evidence with interviews is that

they form a lively commentary on each other. Documents are obiectified,

radically decontextualized communications. Interviews can reveal much

about how these documents were made, how they were used, and hence

what they mean. Oral accounts ofpast events are notoriously Prone to con-

stant rewriting through successive presentations. Documents can be used as

effective memory props. They also provide significant clues about how the

reconstruction ofthe past actually Proceeds.
Besides these interviews and documents I have participated for a whole

ycur in the monthly rneetings ofthe Insiderkomitee, a group of former Stasi

ofliccrs who are interested in researching and discussing the history ofthe

Slr$i iurd lhc Gl)l{. Several members ofthis group have engaged in writing

lr' l iclcs anrl trooks about the Stasi (e.g., Eichner and Dobbert 1997; Grimmer

t't rrl. zrxrrb). 'lltcsc wcrc instructive, because here I could see former officers

it l lcrn(l wilh ouc irlolhcr: nPpealing to common goals,l istening and com-

rttctt l i ttg tttt t ' i teh olher's rl irrrir l ivcs, nd so forth.

l lcsit lcs l lrc lr islolieit l cl lrtogritplry ol lhc Slirsi ' .s efforts to control the

Ir ' r r r  r ' ,  r  iv i l  l ig l r ls ,  i r r r r l  r t tv i f ( i l t l t lc l l l i l l  l l lovf l ) l (  l l ls  in l lcr l in,  I  d id archival

rr . r , r . , r r r  l r  or  l l r .  wrryh i | |  wl t i r  l t  vr t t ' ior ts t r l l tc t  grrvct t t t t t t ' t t la l  r l t td Pirr ty i lggn
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lrrt r lrtttr lt r lrrlc tclir l ions), the central committee, and the politburo. To
l+,,rr l rrrur rrlrorrl lrow lhc party state made sense of itself, I studied text-
l| lrrr! ' i  r||rrl |rrtrr| lr lctl 0n propaganda, personnel administration, organiza-
tI rrr rrrrr | |lrrrrrrlrrg, l\4orc, since my study ofStasi revealed palticular patterns
I rl lr rlfr ,rr I lr rl, w[ys ol thinking about information flows, of talking about
rvr rt k ,rrrr I llrl wor'l<l ul large, I began to wonder how tlpical they were for
r|rr irrl larrr rrrorr. gcrrclally. This was a very important, even necessary, step
lr)r l lr lk lnvfrl lBll iorr, bccause I wanted to see to which degree I could gen-
('r,rl l /f lr oll Stusi to (i l) l{ socialism. For this reason I have spent a lot of
tlrrr. r',rrlirg n widc vuriety of memoirs available about work in socialist
I'trr r',rlr r,rt lcs in l,lirsl (;crmany, covering not only politburo members but
,rl$r r r rlfirl ( or)|||) itlcc bureaucrats and county administrators, artists, and
rt ir.rrl irlr. llris wirs made possibl€ by the fact that after unification, many
lor rrrcr liirsl ( ict.rrans l'elt the need to reflect on their time either because
llrcy srrw llrt.rrrsclvcs challenged by countless preiudices of West Germans
alrotrl llrcir' lir'nrcr country, or because they themselves wanted to arrive at
a beltt 'r '  rrrrclcrstarrcling ofwhat had happened.


