For scholars interested in the dynamics of political institutions the former actually existing socialisms of eastern  Europe offer excellent prospects. Especially the peculiar fate of East Germany also known as the GDR has created extraordinary opportunities. As a thoroughly bureaucratic state, the GDR has not only produced a rather detailed, well documented record, but its archives are almost all easily accessible. The reason is simply that alone among its eastern European brethren, the country simply ceased to exist on 3. October 1990 with its incorporation into the FRG. Since this move set the former elites and a vast number of former bureaucrats not only out of work, but free to speak, the institutions of the former GDR could for some time, also be approached with the tools of a historical ethnographer. 
In my new book, Political Epistemics: The Secret Police, the Opposition and the End of East German Socialism I make use of these opportunities. Originally I began my research with the question how secret police officers involved in the suppression of any form of party independent civil society in the GDR came to understand and experience their own work. This quickly led me to research the officers’ changing understandings of the socialist project (which they swore to protect to their last drop of blood) as well as their understanding of the dissidents they aspired to control. Sensing the excitement of a real world “Rashomon”, my interviews with these officers made me intensely curious how these dissidents themselves experienced not only their suppression but the socialist project. This became all the more interesting as I learned that people who later in their lives saw themselves in opposition to the party state (if not necessarily to socialism) actually had not seldom begun their lives with considerable sympathies for the party and the state it ran. And thus I entered a world in which Protestant bishops could become secret informants and the children of party stalwarts dissidents. Since officers and dissidents reacted in characteristic ways to the appeal of the party to become socialist men, I was led to investigate the ruling party’s self-understanding, its organization and its discursive culture. This became all the more pressing because I began to realize that the Stasi’s image of dissidents was at its core the product of a startling fantasy—and this in spite of the fact that they had successfully placed numerous moles into almost all groups. Since the Stasi was thoroughly subjected to party principles, a closer look at the party alone promised a solution to this puzzle. Thus looking at the GDR from a plurality of different perspectives, it dawned on me how important people’s understandings of political institutions are for the way in which they enact these institutions  thus reproducing or changing them. In other words, I was well on my way to study the far ends of the  political epistemics at play within GDR society.
All this has led me to formulate a hermeneutic theory of institutions which can help us to analyze institutional dynamics as an effect of the dialectical, co-constitutive relationship between understandings on the one hand and these institutions on the other. I offer this hermeneutic institutionalism as an alternative to the various kinds of neo-institutionalisms in economics, political science and sociology. All of these newer approaches have side-stepped the role of understandings as they emerge in experience. Yet, I do not merely want to “bring hermeneutics back in” making a general but inevitably anemic case for its import. Older hermeneutic approaches do have shortcomings. Most importantly, they have historically had trouble “scaling up” from the consideration of individuals to more encompassing social wholes without falling into the trap of reifiction. Thus, some conceptual retooling will be necessary which I will introduce in few minutes under the heading of a sociology of understanding.
Before I will introduce the model however, I would like to share a historical vignette with you. It is the account of a particular event which can not only shine a spotlight on the interactions between dissidents and the secret police, but in its multifacetedness it offers illustrations for a broad range of theoretical concepts. I will renarrate the event as it was reported to me by East Berlin peace activists. To put the event in context it is useful to remember, that the early 1980s were marked by the beginning of a new cold war which triggered intense fears of a nuclear war and the emergence of peace movements in both parts of  Germany. Domestically, the GDR had recently seen its most extensive crackdown on non-conformist activities since the mid-1950s.

It is a golden mid-October day. The year is 1983 and we are in the middle of East Berlin. About forty women in their twenties and thirties, activists and friends of the group “Women for Peace”, have decided to converge this afternoon on the main post office on Alexanderplatz, the commercial center of the city. Most appear dressed in black as a sign of solidarity with other women groups around the world, each in their own way demonstrating on the same day for peace. They intend to send registered letters to the ministry of defense stating that no matter what, they would not heed the state’s orders to present at physicals for possible war time military service a newly required by law.

Thanks to its dense network of secret informants, the Stasi, is well informed about the women’s plans. It tries to prevent the event from happening in the scale intended by the women. However, they also have orders not to attract too much attention from bystanders. So they have endeavored to persuade the women’s employers to keep their activist employees busy during the time scheduled for the event. They have visited the key organizers early in the morning to warn them that their planned actions are in violation of the law, and they have ostentatiously shadowed some of the women once they left their house. And now, even though in plain clothes, they visibly show presence on Alexander Square not least to take pictures of the demonstrators. 

The women are going to experience the event very differently literally depending on how it goes for them. The Stasi tries to stop Ulrike Poppe from participating three times during this day. She already rejected their 6am personally delivered advice not to go; she has wittily outmaneuvered her shadows on the way, and when now, walking across the square a plain clothes officer taps on her shoulder, the all too well known overture to temporary arrest, she screams, pretending to be assaulted, links arms with her friends to the left and the right and flees into a café. A few hours later the three women are picked up by a telephonically alarmed, high ranking member of the Protestant Church who escorts them out of the danger zone. 

For the women who succeeded in this way, the event becomes an entree into a new dimension of political activity. And it provides an extraordinary boost to their self confidence. They feel the strength of the group, they have experienced in their bodies that the state has limits and they grow bolder with their plans. They protested together, in a central public location, in broad day light, under the eyes, and what perhaps matters even more, against the force of the secret police.  

For Beate Harembski the event unfolds very differently. At first everything is wonderful. She manages to get out in time from her work as a gardener proudly wearing her grandmother’s taffeta dress. But then she notices the plain clothes officers on her way from the commuter rail station to the post office. She becomes apprehensive, but is delighted to see others stream with her into the underground post office. When she reemerges from it, just like Poppe flanked by two others, she too feels that notorious tap on her shoulder. She tries to keep her calm while she hears her companions walk away. Left alone, and as it turns out later as the only one among the women, she finds herself in temporary arrest. The effect of the whole episode could not be more different. Instead of feeling safe in the middle of the group she feels abandoned, exposed and incredibly vulnerable. And thus the event becomes the exit door for her involvement in dissident activities.

Let me now shift back to a more theoretical mode of presentation interweaving concepts with illustrations from this vignette. The central notion of the sociology of understanding is the old hermeneutic battle horse “understanding”. I much prefer it to some of its alternatives currently more established in contemporary sociology such as “knowledge”, “schema” or “frame” because it is more fundamental, and more subtle. Some of its advantages can be illuminated by attending to its grammatical form. The “I.N.G.” ending read as the continuous of the verb to understand signals that understanding is a process. Indeed, the women’s understandings motivating the Alexanderplatz event, namely that the party’s new military service law constitutes a further step in the militarization of society which urgently needs to be resisted to save the world for future generation, was developed over an extended time period of time in countless group meetings as well as in response to previous protest activities. In other words it was very much in flux. This raises the question what kind of process understanding is. Looking at how we use the verb to understand reveals very quickly that it is first and foremost a process of orientation in which people differentiate the world into situationally relevant component parts telling us what is what. In fact understandings such as the one just mentioned span up a whole universe peopled by collective actors, individuals, laws, morals etc. Simultaneously, understanding is a process of integration in which people relate these component parts to each other as components of a figuration. The women for example do this with micro-narratives about the state’s intentions, scenarios about a third world war etc. In this sense, understandings operate as practical ontologies. Often, however, they assume a moral function as well directing and coordinating action. Here is how: Analysis and synthesis are necessarily undertaken from a particular perspective, from within particular kinds of pursuits in which we are involved. The women for example understand themselves as a group of peace activists, connected in solidarity with other activists around the world. Precisely because understanding is done within the pursuit of a particular subject, the differentiation and integration of the world may also imply a particular direction for actions and their coordination. The women have planned the course of the event in such a way that it could express at the same time their dissatisfaction with the party’s policies, their identity as a peace group  and their solidarity with other peace groups. 

As the Alexanderplatz event clearly shows, understandings do not only predate actions and events, but they can take shape within events. Ulrike Poppe, for example, and her two companions lucky enough to escape the Stasi’s efforts to keep them from entering the post office learn within the course of their action, through the emerging structure of the unfolding event, literally from their physical movement in space, the obstacles placed and circumvented, that group solidarity may offer protection from the secret police. Beate Harembski, precisely because she experiences in being abandoned a very different physical structuring of the event  eventually draws the opposite conclusion.
This way of describing the event pushes us to another insight. Understanding is undertaken in different modes interacting with each other in interesting ways. There are not only discursive understandings in which people analyze and synthesize the world from within the framework of a symbolic system, but there are also emotive and kinesthetic understandings. These however do their differentiating and integrating work in a different way. Technically speaking all three modes are characterizable by a different poetics.  Here are some of the differences. Discourse is an extraordinarily flexible medium of understanding. It allows for myriad highly differentiated ways of “world making”. Only fully symbolic media allow us to represent other places, the past and the future. They thus enable us to integrate the elsewhere and elsewhen with the floating present of action. Precisely because symbols can make present that which is absent they allow us to entertain counterfactuals, hypothesis, even entire fictional worlds. The contingency plans the women made for the event, for example could only be worked out in the medium of discourse.
Emotions’ grammar of differentiation and integration is much more simple but also much more poignant than that of discourse. They necessarily connect a subject to an object. The connectors between both are the different kinds of feelings we are capable of experiencing. If we look at those emotions that are not already suffused with discourse, the numbers of qualitatively distinct connectors shrink to a mere handful. Typically emotions are called upon by a trigger. The women’s fear of the secret police for example was triggered (and planned to be triggered by the Stasi). This was at least one reason for their ostentatious behavior at Alexanderplatz. The subject-centricity of emotions is what gives them heft. For both the women activists and the officers, emotions poignantly structure the situation into friends and foes, into zones of comfort and discomfort. Discourse is by contrast much more lofty, precisely because it can treat the present and the absent, self and other in the same fell swoop. A further difference is that nearly all emotions are experienced as pleasurable or disagreeable, thus creating motives to seek out or shun objects. Consequently orientation and direction occur always simultaneously in emotions.. 

Certain emotional conditions illuminate the importance of emotive understandings for the capability to act. Conditions in which we feel depressed urge us to withdraw from the world; situations in which we feel nothing much at all make action kind of pointless. Conversely, people who want to move others to act very commonly try to do so by making them feel a particular way. Emotional mobilization was as central to the construction and reconstruction efforts of early socialism as the lack thereof was central to its demise. Needless to say that emotional mobilization plays a key role in the formation of dissident groups as well as in the planning and execution of protest action. 

Kinesthetic understandings, finally, order the world in yet other ways. They differentiate space into heres and theres and time into nows and thens. They integrate these differentiations as sequences of here-nows as opposed to the unconnected there-thens in direct relationship to a particular body. They thus share emotion’s subject focus. As I have tried to suggest already with my description of the event, the discursive understandings emerging from the Alexanderplatz episode are systematically building on kinesthetic orderings: physically outmaneuvering Stasi becomes the discursive knowledge that one can act publicly against the force of the state; interlocking arms become the verbally celebrated solidarity of the group; the physical separation in arrest becomes the discursive  claim that, to quote Harembski, “in face of the secret police everybody is alone”. 

Typically all three modes of understanding come together to orient and direct action. They complement each other precisely because they construct the world differently. We employ discourses to span up a temporal horizon and a dome of alternative path ways. Emotions as motivators give us direction within this space and kinesthetic understandings provide us with the seno-motorical abilities to move. Successful rituals for example are masterful orchestrations of all three modes. However, it is important to note that the three modes can also differentiate each other. For most dissidents I got to know for example the emotional reordering of their relationship with the party state preceded changes in their discursive understandings. Tensions emerging between different modes of understanding can, if there are no institutions keeping them separate, lead to interesting dialectical processes. The emotional disengagement of many party members during the late 1980s adumbrated discursive change in the understanding of their leadership.

Understanding is not only a process, however. It can, and in order to enable learning it must congeal into something harder, more object-like, something that can be used again and again in similar contexts. This transformation of a process into an object is once more nicely captured by the I.N.G.-ending now read as a gerund. That which transforms processes of understanding into an enduring object is validations, the second pivotal concept of the sociology of understanding. Here are the two most important reasons why it matters. By “lifting” out an understanding from within the stream of lived life imbuing it at the same time with more or less certainty, series of validating events  create order into the typically plural, often ambiguous, sometimes ambivalent, or even contradictory world of understandings through which we live. Validations make some understandings more trustworthy, apparently more true or useful than others thus rendering them at the same time more actionable. Moreover, since the probability of certain validations to occur is only partly random, in part however systematically produced by institutions, validations interweave the understandings of persons with those of others. I’ll get back to this in the conclusions.
It is useful to differentiate at least three different forms validations can take. There are first our interactions with other human beings in which we check our understandings against theirs. Of course not everybody's belief, knowledge or sense of reality matters to us. Instead we make intricate distinctions about whom we are taking seriously in what way and in which context. This is to say that we are enmeshed in highly differentiated networks of authority relations with other human beings. I call this direct communicative form of validation recognition. It works something like this. If our understandings agree with those of an authority they become more certain or strengthened; if they disagree they may become weakened unless the disagreement gives rise to reconsider the status of the authority. In the discussions leading up to the Alexanderplatz event the women discussed various plans. The exchange of negative recognitions drawing some plans into doubt and positive recognitions supporting others during discussions eventually led to a final plan.
Second, there is the experience of the relative success and failure of our own actions or those of others which are always built on more or less explicit understandings of the world. In action, understandings become validated because they are seen retrospectively as useful guides in achieving what we wanted to accomplish. Conversely, if we fail we may account for this failure by pointing to misunderstandings we think now we might have had.  Moreover, we often undertake little tests which we endow with validating power. Scientific experiments are tests of this sort as much as trials of courage of friendship. I call this form of validation corroboration. For the majority of the women participating in the event the course of the Alexanderplatz action corroborated the understanding that public demonstrations are, if planned carefully, doable even in the GDR; it also corroborated for many participants mere hopes, that there is a certain degree of safety in numbers. Of course, for Beate Harembski the event corroborated long harbored fears that extra-party political activities are extraordinarily dangerous.
Finally, there is a "holding up" of particular understandings against what else we believe, know or desire. Understandings which are consistent with our existing knowledge, which answer our desires and are compatible with our values are thereby rendered more credible; in cases where they are inconsistent, unanswerable, or incompatible credibility is lost. I call this complex of validations resonances. Poppe’s sense that the links to other people afforded a certain degree of protection corroborated during the event also resonated with encouragements she had heard to this effect from Robert Havemann, the father figure of the Berlin dissident scene. Harembski’s understanding of fundamental isolation resonated positively with an earlier protest episode, where she alone had to face consequences at work for her participation.
To the degree that our understandings become and remain consistently validated through recognizing, corroborating and resonating events, we begin to naturalize and essentialize them. In other words, we begin to forget that our certainty is constructed and that our understandings remain ontologically separate from the world which they try to grasp. Consistent validation willy-nilly makes us into practicing positivists. Thus we are most blind to our most certain understandings which we do not even recognize as such. This is the reason why it is often so difficult to conceive of a world which deviates in significant ways from the one we live in anyway. Our imaginations are hostage to our certainties. 

With the notion of validation thus established we can now see that understandings consist simultaneously in two dimensions, the ordering dimension and the validity dimension. Understanding always already has a particular validity accent owing to the degree and the kinds of validations it has either de facto or reputationally been  subjected to. Thus we distinguish for example hypothesis from knowledge, a hunch from belief. We can also see that the validity dimension is as important for orienting and directing our actions as the ordering dimension. 
Validation still matters in another respect. To maintain a particular level of certainty understandings need to be validated continuously. Without further validation understandings are subject to the kind of entropy we call forgetting. All of this is important because it endows understanding with a peculiarly historical or biographical quality. Thus thinking in terms of successive validations allows us to trace the emergence and  disintegration of particular convictions. Support or opposition for policies or even governments can now be understood as something that emerges or disappears with a variety of possible degrees. More, the notion of validation makes clear why biographical trajectories need not be linear. They can for a certain period of time develop in one direction and then in another, and both in response to a series of events. Finally validation trajectories reveal how particular social milieus can cultivate understandings gravitating in particular directions, while still rendering it plausible how members of the same family can end up with rather different convictions.

To demonstrate the usefulness of studying the emergence of understandings through validating encounters I will show you how Ulrike Poppe—whom we have just encountered—became a pivotal figure in the Berlin dissident scene. I will spend most of the remaining time on early development because the early years are usually less emphasized by movement scholars. Yet they are important to understand the very phenomenon of dissidence.

Poppe was born in 1953. Her father, a party member, was a social scientist working for the Academy of Sciences. Her mother, although not a party member, was working as a translator for a state functionary. Her parents were by no means orthodox believers, however. Her mother refused to join the party once pressured. Her father tried to instill critical thinking in his daughters, by systematically comparing Eastern and Western television news programs with them. This said, Poppe enjoyed her participation in the activities of the communist children and youth organizations and was not discouraged by her parents to do so. After all, the older Poppes harbored career ambitions for their children in the GDR.

Poppe traces the beginning of her gradual disenchantment with socialism to the discovery that her teachers were in fact hypocrites. While they publicly condemned Western television and did not hesitate to cause difficulties for pupils who accidentally betrayed that they did, she knew from the teachers' own children that at home they watched Western TV as well. Of course this was by no means an uncommon GDR experience. In Poppe's case, however, the obvious hypocrisy gained heightened significance by a series of other events. The building of the Wall on 13 August 1961 caught the parents of one of her best friends in the western part of Berlin. This situation posed a tough choice for the parents. They could stay in the West and leave their daughter for the time being with her grandparents while hoping to get her out as soon as possible. Alternatively they could go back right away risking that the West would remain for ever closed to them. They opted for the former. Luckily, one year later the GDR authorities let Poppe’s friend join her parents. Poppe wanted to stay in touch and began to write letters. However, they were all returned as undeliverable, and she was actively dissuaded from further contact, a fact which as she says, “saddened” her deeply. And thus she began to understand the Wall as the cause of her pains. Living in sight and sound of it, the barking dogs, the star shells, the occasional gun-shots all of a sudden had a very personal and frightening meaning. The hypocrisy of the teachers, their public upholding of rules which they indulged to break in private resonated negatively with her own pain of personal loss. Thus, the teacher’s hypocrisy drew into doubt the meaning of sacrifices the socialist state asked of its citizens. It is remarkable in this context that in her memory she places her first perception of this hypocrisy at around the time she lost her friend. The forced loss which made the hypocrisy unbearable.

Eight years later, when Poppe was about 15 or 16, she and two more friends in her class engaged in what turned out to be a veritable experiment in political knowledge making. Enthused by the ideal of political participation through discussion the trio resolved to write a letter to the People's Chamber. The time is 1968 or 1969, Poppe no longer remembers when exactly. The Prague Spring was either blooming or already militarily crushed; armed skirmishes between the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China were looming or still on everybody’s mind. The student trio desired answers to three questions two of which Poppe recalls: First, if China and the Soviet Union are both communist countries, then how come they could not remain friends? Second, and we can feel here the left over pain from the returned letters in this question, if the party still pursued a policy of German unification, and it said it did, then how come that the GDR maintained strict controls on the intercourse with West Germany? As soon as the father of her friend, also a party member heard about the letter, he preemptively went to the head of the local school district to tell him what was brooding. The district head immediately called in the home-room teacher to reprimand him severely. That teacher in turn ran to Poppe's father to get some more clues about what was going on. Poppe remembers bits and pieces of their noisy conversation behind closed doors where her father said to the teacher: "just calm down, they are only children!" 

This was the beginning of a cascade of events which ended with the dismissal of one of the three students: the boy, who was also active in the Protestant youth and whose parents were both not members of the party. As always in such cases, the reasoning for this decision was communicated in a homeroom meeting at which the representative of the school district, the director of the school and the home room teacher were present. When nobody said anything in defense of the boy who was to be dismissed, Poppe spoke up. She reminded her home room teacher that he had in private confided to her that he too thought that dismissing the young man was much too harsh a punishment. Poppe remembers that thus challenged, the teacher's head turned fire-red. He banged his fist on the table declaring that he would not tolerate such an offense against his socialist fatherland. Poppe, burst into tears and had to leave the room. She recalls: "I was totally shocked by this reaction because I did not count on it."

To this day Poppe says, she is deeply ashamed about the event. However, the reasons behind her shame have changed. Then she clearly felt the force of isolation; and she was probably also ashamed about the fact that her friend got dismissed while nothing happened to her. The fact that she never tried to make contact with him afterwards supports this interpretation. She remains ashamed, however, because today she wonders how she could have been politically so naïve as to betray her teacher's trust. Shame is a very powerful feeling revealing negative recognition by an authority in comparison with an ego-ideal to which both ego and the authority subscribe. Thus, shifts in shame constellations are of high analytic value regarding understandings fundamental to the self. The shift that Poppe recounts beautifully illustrates a major shift in her understandings of herself in relationship to GDR socialism. While her adolescent shame is still so clearly predicated on her own desire to belong, her adult shame is predicated on her superior insight into the workings of the socialist system with which she no longer identifies.

What Poppe describes as the hottest and continuous point of contention at school, were “lifestyle issues." Many young people in the GDR tried to “catch up with international youth culture” as she puts it. They listened to Beat music, young men tried to grow their hair, members of either sex wore jeans. All of this was regarded with much disdain by the GDR leadership which throughout the 1960s denounced, music, clothes  and body imagery as “decadent bourgeois”. At school Poppe remembers that showing up with Western shopping bags, jeans or long hair got people into trouble.
[skip > 40] of  Yet in spite of these strong negative recognitions of their own life-style preference by school officials and usually by parents too, in the evening she and her friends were regularly listening to Western radio stations to talk in school about what they had heard last night. On the weekend they organized parties or went to dance events where the bands had to maintain a quota for GDR titles. This is how she describes the apex of this confrontation: 

“On the 20th anniversary of the GDR…there was the so-called „RIAS-canard.“ The RIAS [American radio station broadcasting from West Berlin in German] announced that on 7 October 1969 the Rolling Stones would give a concert on top of the Springer building (the headquarters of the conservative West Berlin Springer Press located directly at the Wall). We didn’t really believe it, but it was nevertheless the signal for a particular type of youth in the whole of the GDR to flock to Berlin. Most were already taken out of the trains and didn’t even get to the capital. And we drove to Spittelmarkt (closest square in East Berlin) to look from there what was happening at the Springer building. But then there were already communist youth movement demonstrations marching in closed blocks, and we were caught right in the middle. And then [the police appeared] with water canons and dogs and people got arrested. I could escape in the last minute…On Monday, we always had roll-calls, the names of all those were called who got themselves arrested…And they had to step forward and they got reprimanded for having fallen prey to the lies of the class enemy, thereby proving how politically immature they really were and thus not worthy to study at a socialist school. I don’t know anymore what happened to them, whether there was more than the public reprimand, but I don’t think so. It was bad enough. And I stood in my row, trembling, but happy that I didn’t belong to them (the reprimanded).”

[(]In a number of incidences the party state had directly negatively recognized or helped to bring about situations which negatively corroborated Poppe’s understandings which often had a strong emotional coloring tying these understandings close to her self. In all of these cases, Poppe experienced a disagreement between herself and a key authority. Such situations can be resolved in either of four ways: First, the events at issue could have receded quickly into insignificance. This did not happen not least because the state made its recognitions in rather stark, impressionable ways. Second, Poppe could have altered her understandings to fall in tune with those of the state. Yet, her own network of authority was diverse and ambiguous enough not to jump to the rescue of the state in these instances. This means in effect that the recognitions coming forth from her immediate authority network did not effectively parallel those of the state thus lending them the kind of unshakable authority that the party state tried to achieve. Third, she might have wanted to persuade the state to change its understandings. Evidently this is something she tried to do even if it continued to fail for obvious reasons. Fourth she could begin to de-authorize school, state and party. And this is precisely what Poppe opted to do at first more hesitatingly so, but then ever more forcefully. The cultivation of alternative networks of authority within a strong youth culture helped to ease the way. Her schooling in critical thinking promoted by her father contributed its bit. Moreover, this move was facilitated by the fact that she caught the official authorities in acts which according to their own openly avowed epistemic ideologies and practices should have been considered de-authorizing. The hypocrites were supposedly among the class enemy, not among fellow socialists. Finally, all events resonated with each other and amplified each other’s memory at the expense at possibly more favorable memories of the socialist project. Thus the outlines of a new understanding emerged. She had repeated evidence now that the official socialist project ran at cross-purposes with her own understandings. 

It bears notice that this path was anything but inevitable. In fact it was highly contingent. Had she grown up in a bigger place, she might have not known about the television preferences of her teachers; her school might have handled the whole TV issue much less confrontationally; her best friend’s parents might not have been in West Berlin on that day in August; her and her friend’s parents might have waited to see what would happen in response to the letter to the People’s Chamber which might have landed on the desk of a wise old comrade with deep empathy for the impatient ways of the young etc. Yet, the GDR being the GDR, it systematically produced the possibility for the kinds of experiences she had, even though there was no necessity in any of it. Her very own sister attending the same school produced a model GDR-career. 
At the end of her high school years, Poppe was not yet a dissident. Instead of having readily symbolized critical understandings of the party-state she more or less knew that her old self-understandings as an integral part of the socialist project no longer worked. What she needed were symbolic forms, a language, to formulate the mostly emotive understanding that she and the party state had somehow ended up on opposing sides. But this was only to happen in the context of new networks of authority which she started to build as a university student living in Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg scene. Poppe specifically sought out that scene because she was actively in search for people who had had experiences similar to her own. And it is the sharing in similar experiences connected with similar emotions of isolation, shame, anger, outrage, the already accomplished or acutely perceived threat of marginalization which created a specific kind of solidarity between them.

Out of these friendship-networks reading groups formed. In these groups a more differentiated political understanding developed, one that moved at first hesitatingly but over the years farther and farther away from the officially propagated understandings of the party state. In the context of the revived arms-race of the 1980s and on the basis of their new understandings stabilized within their new networks of authority, a number of people felt it was time to act. Poppe co-founded the women's group we have already heard about. At first, following the law, they wrote individual petitions. When this did not yield the desired result, they, emboldened by their first step, interpreted the law creatively and wrote collective petitions. The sheer number of willing signatories, each a recognition, filled them with immense joy. They felt they were speaking for a large silent majority. That success led them to spread their networks wider. They began to make contacts with people all around the country, in neighboring eastern European countries and with supporting members of the Greens in West Germany. Then came the Alexanderplatz  action. On one level, this was a modest event. On another level, this was an enormous public coming out, a re-seizing of a part of the public sphere. And the fact that the secret police could not prevent the event from happening made them feel incredibly strong. They had proven to themselves that they could overcome their fear together, that in fact they had political agency, dignity as political subjects. Poppe's arrest, staged by the Stasi a little later in an effort to make her leave the country, was at first a tremendous throw-back. But when she came free after only six weeks in remand prison owing to protests in the GDR and in the West, and without having signed a petition to leave the country, they felt even stronger. Then, in reflection on their own situation human rights became an issue, she and others joined hands to found the Initiative for Peace and Human Rights. They petitioned an SED-party congress with demands for reforms of the political system in the GDR. This was followed by the creation of a Samizdat paper which quickly became the most important of its kind in the GDR. This whole trajectory is characterized by increasingly critical understanding of GDR socialism. Step by step, the concern for issues gave way to critiques of the system. 

Let me conclude. I have said at the beginning that one of the problems with older hermeneutic approaches was their difficulty to “scale up”, that is to connect individual experiences to institutional environments supported by a large number of people.  The sociology of understanding presented tonight allows for scaling up because it analyzes the emergence and transformation of institutions and understandings in co-constitutive, dialectical terms. The notion of validation marks the critical link in this dialectic. To see why we simply need to remember that institutions exist exclusively in flows of interconnected chains of actions and reactions which are repeated across time in a self-similar manner. That which makes people react to the actions of others are actionable understandings, however. The stability of institutions is in this sense legible as the effect of the stability of particular understandings. 
Institutions in turn distribute the probabilities of certain validations to occur across time and space and thus the condition for the possibility that the process of understanding congeals into transposable understandings. The ruling communist party just as much as opposition groups were institutional environments which strongly shaped the likelihood for certain kinds of validations to occur regularly and repeatedly across a wide variety of contexts. For the party, central organization and propagandistic mass communication were key to distribute certain kinds of recognitions right into the living rooms of every single household. The opposition slowly acquired techniques of projecting recognitions more widely by increasing personal networks resting on meetings large and small and through the circulation of flyers and samizdat publications. Control over the more or less successful outcome of actions distributes the likelihood for certain corroborations to occur (for example the success to procure certain kinds of consumer goods, or the relative safety from prison terms for protest actions). 
These co-constitutive relationships between institutions and understandings become further pronounced through a peculiar dialectic that is inherent in every validating event. If for recognition to take effect, it is necessary that the other is an authority, if however the attribution of authority is itself a particular understanding which in part owes itself to agreement, then every act of recognition may in fact endanger the authority of the recognizing agent. More, since agreement is experienced as pleasurable, positive recognition creates a motive to seek out contact with the very same person again. In other words, the formation of networks of authority is inextricably intertwined with the formation of particular understandings. The other two forms of validation are similarly characterized by such feedback loops. Positive or negative corroborations  create powerful feelings which do motivate people to seek out or shun particular experiential environments, to engage or disengage from particular kinds of actions. Resonances in turn activate already existing understandings, for example memories. Through the event these are as much subjected to validation as the understanding under consideration. And once more, feelings can profoundly shape in this regard how memories are shaped in the course of time. In all of these cases, validation feeds back on the institutional arrangements distributing the likelihood of validations in the first place.
In the book, I have used this model to outline a number of dialectical relations between discursive, emotive and kinesthetic understandings on the one hand and political institutions on the other. With it I have traced in particular the emergence of a small and yet lively public sphere beyond the control of the party. I have also shown notably in reference to the party’s efforts to control this alternative public sphere with secret police methods, how the party systematically misconstrued the social environment in which it operated. For many party officials this led throughout the 1980 to the increasingly eerie feeling that the party discursively recognized the party line with ever greater effort, while their everyday experiences failed to corroborate the party’s teachings at an accelerating pace. This increasingly nourished doubt not about socialism as an ideal, but about the ability of the current party leadership to realize it. At the same time the institutional arrangements that were the party, notably its internal discursive culture did not allow for the articulation of such doubts and the formulation of more adequate discursive understandings of GDR society. This ultimately led to a kind of self-paralysis in which the party had neither any viable answers to the widening crisis of 1989, nor did it have the resolve to defend the system with violence. And it was thus, that the GDR’s actually existing socialism dissolved.
