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Monolithic Intentionality, Belonging, and the Production of State Paranoia:

A View Through Stasi onto the late GDR

in Shryock, Andrew, Editor, 2004. Off Stage/On Display: Intimacy and Ethnography in the Age of Public Culture. Stanford: Stanford University Press, pp. 244-276

This paper sets out to explain an institutionalized form of distrust that permeated most of public life in the former German Democratic Republic (GDR). Pitting individuals against collectivities, especially citizens against the state, members against the party, and workers against their work collective, it manifested itself as a highly indexical suspicion which radiated from the center of the party state to its periphery. To trigger it, no empirical proof was needed, and anybody could become affected by it, irrespective of previous behavior and actual intentions. Due to this particular gestalt and its blatant phenotypical similarities with the characterological disorder of the same name, I call it state paranoia.
 

Paying close attention to the processes which together produced state paranoia in the GDR is a fruitful enterprise because it reminds us that corporate groups can be based on ultimately self-defeating ideologies, practices and institutionalizations of belonging. The case of the GDR (and the other Soviet style socialisms around the world) is particularly fascinating because it encapsulates a veritable paradox of intentional community formation and of social identities. The more the GDR leadership attempted to manufacture and control the collectivity’s cohesion on the basis of the collective affirmation of a set of designated goals, the more the collectivity as a whole lost its capacity to develop politically actionable understandings of it own relations to a wider context. At the same time the leadership undermined the very solidarity which it hoped to stipulate. 
In many ways this paradox of intentional community formation corresponds to the paradoxes of rational planning and design which James Scott has analyzed in his seminal Seeing Like a State (1998). The connection between intentional community formation and rational planning lies in the reification of particular representations which has historically undergirded both processes. In both cases, reification obfuscates the knowledge that representations are, ontologically speaking, operating in a realm different from what they represent. They make us forget that representations of whatever kind are but aspectual translations of the represented, a process which necessitates selections, simplifications and reductions. Through this obfuscation they in fact assume the character of a fetish: a political one in the case of state paranoia and a cognitive one in the cases of failed rational design which Scott discusses. What the confusion of concept and world is to rational planning is the confusion of a unitary goal, belief or habitus with actual solidarity, intimacy and trust in the political realm. In both cases an aspectual translation is identified with the totality while repressing the knowledge of an underlying plurality. 
As guidelines for action both schemes ultimately fail for a kind of “a return of the repressed.” Yet the reason for failure does not lie in reduction itself, a move which is ultimately necessary, both in the cognitive and in the social realm
, but it lies in the fetishization of the aspects represented. This move involves a denial which can come in various forms, all of which are not only parts of certain ideologies, but they are characterizing a good deal of our everyday interactions. They are in fact part and parcel of what phenomenologists (e.g. Schütz 1984) have called the natural attitude. Most absolutely there is the denial that there is a reduction involved at all. This is the naïve positivistic illusion that representation and the represented are essentially identical: the formula is taken for the law of nature; the king is taken for the state tout court.  Somewhat less absolutely the fact of reduction in aspectual translation and thus the ontological gap is acknowledged but deemed irrelevant. It is denied that reduction may quickly become problematic and in need for adjustment because it is seen as "right." Finally there may be either a dread of disagreement or a longing for harmony. In this case it is denied that genuine plurality of perspectives entailing substantive controversy is likely to be the best way to check which kind of aspectual translation and thus reduction is currently more suitable or acceptable. And again phenomenologist have shown time and again (e.g. Goffman, 1967) that much of our everyday interactions can be characterized in this way.
At the heart of the matter is then the tension between the representation of a totality and an empirical reality which always threatens to explode the representation due to the sheer complexity of lived life, or if you will, due to its unruliness, its refusal to conform to the representation. Such tensions play a significant role in the construction of in-group solidarity, of in-group presentation to the outside world as well as in the delineation of who belongs and who doesn’t.
 I have once before characterized a related phenomenon as the practice and fear of synecdochical mischief. I have defined synecdochical mischief (Glaeser, 2000) as someone’s readiness to discredit a whole by virtue of discrediting any of its parts. In many social contexts, the practice of synecdochical mischief is taken to constitute outside status. Inside status is by contrast constituted by the (mostly imputed) ability to criticize parts without drawing the value of the whole into doubt. The displayed fear or practice of synecdochical mischief is thus a useful marker to delineate perceived boundaries of belonging. As such, the absence of the fear of synecdochical mischief lies at the root of the phenomenon Michael Herzfeld has described as cultural intimacy, that is the ability of group members to identify over putative shortcomings of the group, which, however, are omitted regularly in the self-presentations of groups to the outside world precisely because they fear its practice of synecdochical mischief. In this paper I will show in particular how the prevalence of a fear of synecdochical mischief in the GDR has undermined the emergence of a political cultural intimacy which includes the knowledge about cognitive and social reduction in representation and openly accepts its precariousness, thus allowing for the emergence of a lively public sphere in which contestants accept each other as authorities.
Through its focus on the tension between the representation of a totality and an experiential reality which tends to undermine it, this study can also be read as a contribution to a theory of totalitarianism. However, it is a theory of totalitarianism which takes a decisive turn away from typological concerns to an empirical investigation of social processes, here the fetishizations of representations which become the organizing principle for regimes of belonging and which can take place in a wide variety of social settings rather than being the exclusive properties of states labeled as totalitarian.
 

By calling the phenomenon I try to explain state paranoia, I borrow a term from psychopathology. Since such borrowings can produce a host of misunderstandings in social analysis, it is important to note up front what kind of explanation I will put forward in this essay. I will not try to link state paranoia in the late GDR to the personality of its leadership, although such an explanatory move had considerable currency in everyday socialist discourses. As such it was a particular instance of a widespread socialist cultural form, which might be called the “personalization of perceived problems.” In keeping with this cultural form the blame for the GDR’s ossification were typically put on the shoulders of an “aging and increasingly rigid leadership,” while hopes for change were pegged to a “biological solution” that is a change in leadership personnel forced by ill-health or death. However, as I will show in what follows, besides overplaying the importance of individuals at the expense of institutions, personalization as a cultural form is more a part of the production of state paranoia than a suitable framework for its explanation.
 Sometimes Western academics too engage in an explanatory move – Lasswell (1960, 173) calls it the “displacement of private affects upon public objects” – in which the personality characteristics of dictators are seen to shape emergent institutions (e.g. Bullock, 1993). The problem with this approach is that its explanatory purchase is limited to the rare moments in which individuals indeed have the extraordinary power to shape emerging institutions. The late GDR, however, hardly belongs in this category. What I propose instead is to look at state paranoia as a fully institutionalized form that is largely independent of the personality characteristics of those who enact it. Neither political leaders nor their functionaries have to be personally paranoid while enacting state paranoia.

After turning away from psychopathology, there remain two possible sociological routes toward explaining state paranoia in the GDR. They mirror the two ways in which it can be thought of as having been socially constructed. The first explanation is genetic. To travel this route, one would have to trace state paranoia and the process of its institutionalization back in time, a task which would require both an excellent GDR and Soviet historian with something of an ethnographic bent. The second route traveled here is a more modest investigation of the reproduction of state paranoia in the GDR during the 1980s. The social arena in which I will analyze the (re)production of state paranoia is the attempt by Stasi (the secret police) to control critical statements about the GDR in general and the peace and civil rights movement in Berlin in particular.
 Stasi is an especially revealing window through which to view the reproduction of state paranoia because Stasi was at the same time that it was subject to this kind of paranoia (deletions) its key executor outside of the party. 

Expressions of State Paranoia in the GDR During the 1980s

There were primarily two distinct but complementary means by which the party in the GDR tried to influence the population. Both were aimed at the consciousness and emotional life of every GDR citizen. First, a well oiled propaganda apparatus orchestrated socialist proselytization through a variety of communication channels: the educational sector, from day care to the Academy of Sciences; the mass media, both electronic and print; mass membership organizations representing a wide range of pastimes; large and small public rituals punctuating the socialist calendar, from weekly party meetings, biannual Central Committee gatherings, annual May Day parades, and Day of the Republic celebrations, to local and national elections every four years and party congresses every five years; and finally, public performances of an artistic, folkloric, or otherwise entertaining kind. To a certain extent, this effort at proselytization reflects the party’s confidence in its own ability to make strong arguments for its chosen path, as well as its trust in the readiness of the population to accept its line of reasoning. Yet the sheer magnitude of the proselytization effort, with its enormous redundancies, already betrayed an anxiety about failure that was compensated by what appeared to many to be an enormous drive to do ever more of the same. Thus, the latest decisions and proclamations passed by the plenary session of the central committee were not only reported in the daily news, they were made the focus of discussions in party group meetings where their correct interpretation was taught; over time, they were used in countless public speeches by minor and major party figures, and ultimately they were cross-referenced in economic progress reports, masters and doctoral thesis, and so on. 

     Second, an equally enormous security apparatus imposed multiple restrictions on access to information (including education), contact (including movement and association), and goods (including employment). This security apparatus was a complement to propaganda. It dealt with cases in which proselytization efforts did not yield the desired effect, where the internalization of socialist ideology was imperfect, half-hearted, or did not succeed at all. The scale and scope of the security apparatus betray the pervasiveness and intensity of state paranoia. They express the party’s often-unwarranted fear that exposure to information not filtered and contacts not mediated by the party would necessarily turn a person into a lost case for socialism. 

The security apparatus tried to prevent the social formation of understandings that might challenge the party’s position. It included a comprehensive system of censorship; far reaching travel restrictions (especially to capitalist countries) and even more severe contact limitations for state and party functionaries; tight, strictly enforced rules of governmental information flow; and numerous security routines at the workplace and in public buildings. The centerpiece of the security apparatus was Stasi, a large, bureaucratically organized secret police organization with roughly 91,000 full time employees. Following in the footsteps of Lenin’s Cheka (the acronym of the first Soviet secret police), Stasi understood itself as “the sword and shield of the party.” While arguably the most famous division of Stasi ran the GDR’s foreign espionage services, by far the larger part of Stasi was concerned with internal security issues, which were grouped under the heading “counter-espionage” (Abwehr).
 

Internal security was organized around “object” responsibilities. Every official organization in the GDR, including all government bureaucracies, with the sole exception of the party (and arguably Stasi itself), was assigned to a Stasi unit responsible for its security. By and large, local branches of larger organizations were assigned to local branches of Stasi, regional branches were assigned to regional branches of Stasi, and national headquarters were assigned directly to the ministry in Berlin. Privately formed (and therefore unofficial) groups – which, given the state’s monopoly on organizing people, should not even have existed – were dealt with in the official organizational context in which they emerged or to which they should have belonged. Independent rock groups, for example, were put under surveillance by the department responsible for youth; oppositional scientists were investigated in the context of the institutions in which they worked.

Stasi units looked after the security of “objects” assigned to them in both public and secret ways. Stasi officers maintained open contacts with their object, serving as official point persons for object leaders, who were supposed to report any “unusual occurrences.” Officers also recruited a network of secret informants who participated in the life of the “object.” Informants and officers met regularly in secret apartments. Originally, the idea was that every “object,” as an integral part of the socialist party state, was vulnerable to enemies, who might place spies or saboteurs in the organization to disrupt the favorable development of socialism. Activities deemed detrimental to the aims of the party state were supposed to be discovered in statu nascendi and effectively thwarted before they could cause damage. Thus, Stasi’s efforts were geared toward preventive intervention. 


Stasi’s task as “sword and shield of the party” was to identify all enemies of party and state. Stasi’s own handbook of definitions (Suckut, 1996) describes enemies as “persons who alone or in groups intentionally develop attitudes and ideas which are alien to the essence of socialism and who try to realize their attitudes and ideas in their behavior by creating events or conditions which endanger or damage socialist society as a whole or in any of its parts”(121). The arch-images of the enemy were the spy who supplied capitalist secret service agencies with crucial information and the saboteur who, on these agencies’ behest, intended to destroy goods or impede processes that were considered essential to the development of socialism. Increasingly, the good most vulnerable to tampering was thought to be “unity between party and people,” and the image of the saboteur changed from someone derailing trains or blowing up factories, to someone who committed ideological sabotage by spreading negative judgements about the party, socialism, or the GDR. Stasi even developed its own technical term to denote this new form of sabotage, Politisch-ideologische Diversion (political-ideological sabotage), or PID for short, which was thought to aim at “the decomposition of socialist consciousness  … and the impediment or prevention of its development [and] at the undermining of the trust of wide circles of the population in the policies of the communist parties in socialist countries” (Suckut, 1996, 303). 

Leads for finding such enemies were mostly supplied by secret informants, either during the direct investigation of unusual occurrences (accidents, graffiti, the appearance of flyers, a case of flight, unusual voting behavior), or during routine meetings. For this reason, secret informants were the very backbone of Stasi operations, and countless Stasi documents, including the major guidelines governing the work of Stasi with secret informants, call them “the main weapon in its struggle with the enemy.” At the end, Stasi had about 108,000 registered secret informants of various kinds. Work with these informants was supported by 33,000 people who were willing to supply their apartments or to work as couriers, and by another 33,000 informants with whom Stasi maintained a less structured relationship (Müller-Enbergs, 1996: 59).
 

The remainder of this section will begin to explore state paranoia in three variations. The first pertains to Stasi attempts to control all kinds of associations, especially those pursuing a political agenda. The second shows how Stasi tried to buttress the efficacy of propaganda while following up on anything the party might understand as a disturbance of its efforts. The third set of examples shows instances of distrust within Stasi’s own ranks. 

Civil rights activists and Stasi in Berlin’s Prenzlauer Berg

Berlin’s peace and civil rights movement centered on Prenzlauer Berg, which in spite of its name suggesting a far higher elevation, is just a minor hill directly north of the historical city center. It is also the geographical heart of the district with the same name. Like most of what is called Berlin today, Prenzlauer Berg was settled only in the late 19th century. Neoclassical and neo-baroque facades adorned buildings with spacious apartments originally designed to house the aspiring petit bourgeoisie of the Wilhelmenian Empire. Hidden behind these stuccoed claims to propriety, however, lay highly compact structures built around cul-de-sac chains of inner courtyards that provided a mere mockery of open space, air, and light for craft shops and the much smaller dwellings of the working class. These structures, front and back, survived the air raids of World War II comparatively unscathed; the whims of Yalta flung them into the Soviet sphere of interest. Questionable policy choices made against the backdrop of a chronic shortage economy, coupled, perhaps, with an ideological dislike for the socio-spatial origins of the Prenzlauer Berg neighborhood, led to the total neglect of these buildings in favor of the socialist panel-style settlements that mushroomed on the ashes of war-torn districts and the sandy fields of Berlin’s outskirts. 

By the beginning of the 1980s, Prenzlauer Berg’s pretty facades had yielded to the acidic fumes of bituminous coal-fired ovens, and many a backyard wing had become uninhabitable. For want of running hot water and central heating, the area had been almost completely abandoned by anybody with serious career stakes in the GDR. Offering cheap rents for large rooms in a central location, along with faint reminiscences of another time, Prenzlauer Berg became instead the favored transitional space of East Berlin’s emerging artistic, literary, and political scene, which tried to organize and live independently of party and state. By the late 1980s, Prenzlauer Berg was synonymous with this scene. Adventurous Western tour buses began to include it in their sight seeing rounds of East Berlin to provide their clients with two tangible reasons for why communism should go: its economic ineptness and its inability to accept the public expression of opinions and lifestyles in contradiction to the official, state sponsored ideological norm.

Beginning in the late 1970s, people moved to Prenzlauer Berg or began to frequent its scene in search for a place of belonging. They had often run afoul of one socialist institution or another, with high schools, universities, and the military topping the list. This confrontation did not necessarily take the form of an overtly political disagreement. Instead, it often had roots in life-style or moral choices that contrasted, in ways everyone could see, with characteristics of what was taken to be a “good socialist personality.” Such expressions of individuality could be as seemingly innocuous as flaunting a preference for long hair, jeans, and rock music in front of an overzealous school teacher.  Or it could be more directly defiant; for instance, refusing to back down after being told not to invite a particular author for a public reading in a youth club. In the Prenzlauer Berg scene, people willing to try out a semi-public life beyond the state’s pre-designated categories and organizations were sure to find others who were already forcibly marginalized either because they were already formally expelled from socialist institutions (school, university, work) or because they preferred active self-marginalization in anticipation of such an expulsion.  

Not all circles of the Prenzlauer Berg scene dealt in the same way with their marginalization. And not everybody participating in the scene was marginalized to the same extent. Some were still involved in mainstream careers, while others had abandoned all hope of employment befitting their level of education. Instead they centered their lives around the activities of the circles to which they belonged. On the one hand, important parts of the artistic scene remained self-consciously apolitical, “neither espousing nor opposing the state but rather trying to live without it,” as Sascha Anderson, one of Stasi’s key informants and a key figure of the arts scene (cf. Borneman, 1998), famously put it. On the other hand, circles crystallizing around issues such as peace and environmental protection – to the degree that they did not stay within the narrow perimeter of Protestant parish work – became more political as they sought a wider audience, faced more controversial issues, especially human rights, and developed novel, increasingly countrywide and international contacts (Poppe et al, 1995; Rüddenklau, 1992; Neubert, 1998). Although these politicized circles did in fact criticize real existing socialism, the general thrust of their actions was directed toward reform of the GDR.  By and large, their stance remained clearly pro-socialist and anti-capitalist (e.g. Gehrke and Rüddenklau, 1999). They did not try to topple the regime, but they tried to involve the regime in an open, public dialogue about what they felt were burning issues that called for change. 

For many Stasi officers Prenzlauer Berg was the deviant space par excellence. One of them said, for example: “you really had to be a particular way to want to live in these decrepit buildings.” In the imagination of many officers, the area and the people fit hand in glove. They describe the hardcore activist groups not only as having been profoundly unsocialist – that is, ideologically aberrant – but as having been unable to pursue ordinary careers, as unkempt, sexually promiscuous, and even perverse. Identified as outsiders by Stasi, these activists and nonconformists were seen as easy recruits for foreign secret service agencies, which were thought to be organizing discontented citizens of the GDR into an internal opposition guided by the West. 

Thus, Prenzlauer Berg became a favored terrain for the operations of secret informants and agents of Stasi. Throughout the 1980s Stasi busily followed up on any hint of independent group activity (irrespective of its size and purpose, public or private appearance) if it challenged publicly espoused ideology in any conceivable sense. The overtly apolitical artistic scene was as much an object of Stasi’s investigations as the emerging civil rights movement. Relatively open women’s discussion groups and closed philosophy circles were scrutinized as much as persons staging literary readings in private apartments or the meetings of people concerned about nuclear disarmament or the environment within and outside the protective umbrella of the Protestant church. As soon as it learned about a new group that had or might develop “negative-inimical” intentions, Stasi began to investigate with the help of its network of secret informants. It tried to find out who the leaders and participants were, how often and where they met, what they did, and what kind of ideas were exchanged among them, and, most importantly, whether they planned actions that could in any way disturb the party state. As soon as Stasi had collected enough evidence indicating that the group might engage in activities that could constitute a crime according to the penal code of the GDR (regular contacts with Westerners were completely sufficient in this regard), it actively tried to infiltrate it with secret informants. As a next step, the groups were not only investigated but Stasi made efforts to contain them: possible recruits were intimidated or lured away, collective actions were thwarted if politically feasible. If Stasi could find enough usable evidence to begin trial procedures, it did. If the evidence was insufficient or not usable (for example, because its use would have compromised a secret informant) or a trial seemed politically undesirable, Stasi began to undertake measures that would accomplish a “decomposition”
 of the group through the instigation of jealousies of all kinds (including sexual ones), by trying to emphasize disagreement, by sowing distrust and destroying credibility, by organizing failures both for the group and its individual members. Again, secret informants played a major role in trying to get members to withdraw in despair, or rage, or with acute feelings of indignation. At the end, a significant number of the members of these groups were indeed secret informants.
 At meetings, up to half of all those in attendance were often secret informants of various Stasi units.
 Stasi even managed to plant informants in the inner circles of these groups, although, arguably, those informants seldom belonged to the innermost hard core, the leaders most active in initiating, planning, and executing group actions.

Stasi’s attempts to control the peace and civil rights movements are examples of state paranoia for the following reasons. Although Stasi constantly suspected that the members of these groups were working at the behest of Western secret services – for genuine internal opposition was, given the GDR’s state of socialist development, unthinkable – Stasi never found any proof of such links.
 Since the activists were assumed to be “inspired” and “guided” from abroad, Stasi never came to assess the motives of the members of these groups in a realistic way, continuing to insist on their antisocialist stance in spite of ample evidence to the contrary. 

Moreover, up until 1989 activist and opposition groups generated very little echo among the general public. To some degree this was due to Stasi’s intimidation of potentially interested participants and its success at depriving the groups of access to a wider public within the GDR. Fast-rising membership numbers in the fall of 1989, when the regime clearly demonstrated that it was no longer in control of the situation, clearly demonstrate this. Nonetheless, the public appeal of the groups remained rather limited if it is considered that the groups did in part reach a wider GDR audience via Western media, which were followed by the majority of the GDR population. This assessment is further corroborated by the truly devastating election results of the civil rights groups in the first free GDR-wide elections of 18 March 1990.
 Therefore, it seems fair to say that the groups did not pose a serious danger to the GDR regime. Yet Stasi never really produced a thoroughgoing analysis of the potential security impact of these groups. It kept pouring resources into controlling them, in amounts far beyond what was needed, and the high degree of redundancy in the information Stasi produced clearly shows this.

Controlling a Wider Public

The complementarity of propaganda and secret police was not limited only to cases where Stasi propaganda had failed to persuade; it was also visible in Stasi’s efforts to do whatever was politically feasible
 to “secure” the efficacy of propaganda in the first place. This work involved actions aiming to ensure that the party’s monopoly over sources of information was maintained to the largest possible extent. After all efforts failed to prevent the population of the GDR from receiving Western electronic mass media,
 Stasi concentrated its effort to maintain party control over print media, education, public events, and perhaps most importantly, over associations and personal contacts. Accordingly, Stasi cracked down on samizdat publications, the private importing of print media from abroad, private daycare initiatives, and readings and performances staged by private persons. Stasi also investigated non-compliance with quasi-mandatory participation in mass events such as May Day parades and elections. 

The “undisturbed course” of mass events was afforded great importance in Stasi work. This is reflected in the annual planning documents of Stasi, which, for purposes of resource management and motivation, centered on “social highlights” of national, regional, and local significance. It is also reflected in the room given to mass events in the biannual security briefings of the minister (e.g. Mielke, 1984a), which shed interesting light on the reasons why Stasi engaged in such work. Mielke’s argument about the particular vulnerability and need for protection of mass events took the following path:  since mass events are demonstrations of the overwhelming unity between party and people, which is in itself proof of the enormous vitality of socialism, they attract the wrath of the class enemy who would with all means like to disturb these events. Such disturbances were thought to come in two distinct forms: as classical sabotage, for example the derailing of trains transporting performers scheduled to appear at the event, the poisoning of food for participants, and so on; and as ideological sabotage, which might entail chanting, unfolding banners, or distributing pamphlets containing party-critical slogans that suggested the unity between party and people was not in fact as tight as media reporting on these events proclaimed. 

To prevent what it considered sabotage, Stasi undertook an enormous range of measures. All performers in mass events had to be announced to Stasi beforehand by the organizers so security checks could be run on each and every one of them.
 Anyone considered a potential risk – for example, because they were known to harbor party-critical attitudes, or because they maintained relations with such people – had to stay home. The network of secret informants was used to find out whether independent groups had plans to stage actions at events. Even if no actions were planned, it frequently happened that persons with ties to independent groups were kept under control during mass events, which meant their employers were prompted to keep them busy; in addition, key figures were put under surveillance and were, if deemed necessary, placed under house arrest or were temporarily detained on other pretexts. Moreover, Stasi inspected the technical condition of locomotives, railroad cars, and buses used to transport participants, as well as technical equipment used during the event. One officer commented: “just imagine, Honecker (the general secretary) would have grabbed the microphone and – silence!” Stasi also double checked railroad schedules, secured key intersections in the traffic flow to and from events, and inspected the food and lodging of participants. The officers in charge of participating groups accompanied them, using secret informants throughout the event to learn of unusual occurrences as fast as possible.  Other officers were strategically positioned throughout the audience. Once I asked the officer in the ministry in Berlin who was responsible for coordinating the security of mass events whether he had ever encountered any form of sabotage. His answer was: “not really.” There once was poisoned food, which had been stored incorrectly, but it could not be proven that someone had done it on purpose; another time, buses were misdirected and the participants did not show up in time, and again no conclusive evidence for sabotage was detected. The bombardment of buses with water-bottles or the firing of an air rifle at the audience from a nearby apartment could be traced to disgruntled youths with no ulterior political motives. Alas, he said, efforts to control such events were increasing drastically during his tenure in the ministry.  

Elections (i.e., party candidate list approvals) in the GDR were a significant propaganda event. Not only were they used to rally the entire adult population in support of the regime, but also to communicate to each and every citizen that the party enjoyed a nearly perfect approval rating. Stasi was involved in the preparation of elections in the sense that I have just outlined, and it also busied itself afterward with the scrutiny of undesired election behavior: non-voting and no-voting. Erich Mielke (1984a), minister of state security since 1957, opened his May 84 security briefing with regional and division heads, with a celebration of the success of the party in the preceding local elections. He took the near perfect approval rate not only to indicate the overwhelming trust of the population in the party and its leadership, but also as a token of patriotic love for the GDR. Yet, he continued his lecture, the one percent of nay sayers and non-voters had to be of grave concern for Stasi. He exhorted his subordinates to follow up on every single clue that would help them identify these “negative forces” and fathom their motives. Worse, he continued, one could not be completely sure about “aye sayers” either, since overt approval might simply be used to disguise secret hostile thoughts. Mielke also showed great concern for regime-critical graffiti and flyers that had shown up during the elections in cities throughout the GDR: 5 occasions in Leipzig, 3 in Dresden, and 3 in Berlin. In the face of these “attacks on the socialist social order,” Mielke called on his men to strengthen their efforts at “who-is-who reconnaissance,” the Stasi term for dividing the population into progressive and reactionary forces, into friends and foes. This task too was supposed to be accomplished with the help of Stasi’s network of secret informants.

Party Discipline

What looks at first like the party state’s severe distrust of the general population reveals itself, after closer inspection of the organizational cultures of Stasi and the party, as a generalized distrust radiating from top to bottom of the party-state and from center to periphery. The only person who seems to have been reasonably safe from doubt was the general secretary of the party himself, since he personally epitomized the collective intentionality expressed in the latest party line.
 All other state or party functionaries, including fulltime members of Stasi, were under constant scrutiny to ascertain how they thought about the GDR and socialism and whether their actions were in accord with the latest decrees of the party.
 Apart from private conversations among friends, any serious critique launched in an official context doubting the wisdom of the party or any of its policies could have very serious consequences, including cancellation of membership in Stasi and the party.

Lieutenant-colonel Arnold Meyer, who joined Stasi as an 18 year old in 1956, faced in January 1989, after 33 years of service, the serious prospect of being dismissed from Stasi and the party because he had dared to say in a party meeting that the party’s media policies were inadequate. He was immediately reminded that the party’s media policies were based on decisions of the central committee and the politburo and were therefore binding; thus, his comments violated the party discipline he swore to abide by once he joined. Following well rehearsed patterns of accusation, Meyer was also asked how he could judge himself smarter than the party. A party trial was initiated wherein he would have faced the alternative of either recanting or being dismissed from the party. Apart from privately showing their sympathy, colleagues could not jump publicly to his defense without endangering themselves. Ultimately Meyer was saved by intervention from above and got away with a less-than-formal recantation. My point is that even a well regarded, seasoned Stasi officer with decades of loyal work to his credit was instantaneously faced with severe suspicion as soon as he publicly veered from the official party line.

Not only did the party try to minimize the population’s exposure to ideas and people critical of socialism and the GDR, the party also expected its own members consciously to avoid such contacts or exposures. Strict abstention from media, commodities, and persons originating in the West and avoidance of explicitly non-socialist groups (e.g., religious communities) was a touchstone of party loyalty. Accordingly, Stasi officers had to ask permission to marry a particular person, since partners were thought to pose security risks that needed to be officially assessed. One officer had fallen in love with a functionary of the communist youth movement who, according to his descriptions, was a fully committed socialist. Alas, the security check revealed that his partner’s brother had once made an ill-fated excursion to West Berlin, where he apparently tried to sign up with the French Foreign Legion before returning to East Berlin (without having become a bearer of the képi blanc). The planned marriage had to be cancelled. Another officer’s mother in law hailed from what later was to become West Germany. Most of her relatives still lived in the West, and she desired to visit them regularly. Stasi officers had to register any travels of their close kin to capitalist countries. Consequently, the officer in question was constantly urged to convince his mother in law to abstain from travelling to West Germany. Since the old lady would not budge, he finally had to consent to put her name on the black list of persons whose travel was restricted.

Distrust radiating from center to periphery was also a pervasive feature of Stasi’s organizational culture. Almost all officers I have spoken to describe a dour culture of blame. Failures of any kind were inevitably attributed to the imperfect execution of orders, ordinance guidelines, and party directives. Since subordinates were thus seen to be more prone to failure, particularly important kinds of activities had to be concentrated at the top. Most notably, the analytical assessment of particular cases and the interpretation of their significance in a wider context were thought to be the prerogative of higher levels, while lower level personnel were charged with assembling “pure facts.” Since this interpretation/fact gathering division of labor was perfectly indexical, even Stasi reports written at higher levels remained oddly devoid of analytical assessment. 

Why then were critical citizens, in spite of their statements to the contrary, considered anti-socialist? Why did public rituals require a vast array of security measures, when “inimical” incidents of any kind were extremely rare? Why were scattered cases of graffiti, an extremely low number of no-voters and non-voters, considered dangerous? And why could seasoned party members and long-serving officers of Stasi so quickly become objects of party suspicion? In the following sections I will argue that the answer to these questions lies in a related interplay of cultural forms, institutions, and practices.

Monolithic Intentionality, Truth, and Agency

 The GDR’s pervasive concern with the commitment of its citizens to socialism must be understood as a consequence of the historical introduction and the continuing practice of socialism as an ultimately intentional, consciousness-driven social transformation. This quality of Eastern European socialism is first visible in the fact that it was not a form of social organization that emerged locally; rather, it was consciously introduced in an attempt to completely redesign societies in the Soviet sphere of interest based on Soviet institutional blueprints. More importantly, however, the intentionality of East European socialism is visible in the continuing practice of comprehensive central planning in all parts and at all levels of society. Even the secret police, for example, operated on a central plan. Instruction manuals for party propagandists reveal that officials believed the proper working of the system could be achieved only if the party’s intentions were absolutely unequivocal and unimpeded by internal controversy. It was assumed that the system could function only if nearly everyone was willing to realize the intentions of the party as completely as possible. In other words, it was assumed that socialism would succeed to the degree that it created a monolithic collective intentionality. Thus, the party had two main tasks. Internally it had to avoid schisms, and externally it had to convince everyone to internalize the collective intentionality embodied in the decrees of the party. Since these decrees were thought to reflect both the objective laws of social organization and the movement of history as discovered by the science of dialectical materialism, reason should dictate their adoption; 
 resistance, by the same token, could best be explained by some quirky subjectivism, or worse, as the consequence of a bourgeois (and thus inimical) class position. The party’s decrees were thus dignified as truth or, as a much quoted and later much reviled song had it: “the party is always right” (Judt, 1998, 47).

Since the objective laws of society and its development had revealed history to be class warfare in which the forces of progress, now identified with socialism, do battle with the forces of reaction, now identified with capitalism, and since the successful establishment of socialism in Eastern Europe had awoken the jealousies and rage of the capitalist class enemy, the GDR had to face directly an ever more dangerous, ever more unpredictable foe. Mielke (1984b) describes the severity of these threats in the following words:

In the context of his crusade, the enemy uses all his political, military, economic and ideological means to intensify his fight against socialism and to damage socialism in every conceivable way.  He will try to cause phenomena of economic destabilization, he will undermine, weaken and destroy the foundations of socialist societies, he will try to develop an internal opposition …and he will try to dissolve the unity and the oneness of the socialist community…

The theory of an ever-intensifying class warfare led to the postulation of a Manichaean duality presented as a zero-sum game: what helps socialism harms capitalism and vice versa. The acute understanding of a severe, persisting threat fueled constant calls for uncompromising unity. Every non-alignment with the party was turned into an alignment with the enemy. The logic of duality was always rigorously “us or them” – tertium non datur!

Party members in particular were beholden to what was cherished as party discipline. The statutes of the party (Schröder 1998, pp. 688-692) obliged every member “to preserve the unity and the purity of the party… to actively realize the party decrees… [and to] support socialist consciousness building in all citizens.” This principle is furthermore enshrined in the very concept of democratic centralism in which “all decisions of higher party groups are binding for lower ones, … [and] every individual has to submit in a disciplined way to the decisions of the majority.” Ultimately, all citizens of the GDR were expected to become rational by internalizing the intentionality of the party, by replacing subjectivity with objectivity. Self-objectification was thought to be accomplished by regular and sustained participation in the party’s propaganda efforts. The continuous, diligent study of the Marxist-Leninist classics
 and of the continuing flow of party documents, as well as constant deliberation on what both meant for everyday work situations, was supposed to provide the cognitive tools. “What do we try to accomplish with ‘FDJ-program-GDR-40?’” was the rhetorical question at the opening to a yearlong cycle of ideological studies in the communist youth movement in which all members participated. “The continuing realization of the decisions of the XIth party congress” was the first answer (FDJ, 1988). Reflecting a deep belief in the powers of (Durkheimian-) effervescence, participation in public rituals, from party meetings to Day of the Republic celebrations, was thought to provide the emotional energy for the successful individual appropriation of collective intentionality. 

For Stasi officers this meant they were asked to “digest” not only the various party directives, but also interpretations of these directives given by the minister of Stasi. In the annual report of the SED party group in division XX, which was responsible for controlling what Stasi called “the political underground,” the first party secretary is quoted thus:

It has to be the explicit task of every party organization, to make use especially of the fundamental political directives of the comrade minister for any further ideological work and to mobilize all collectives and all employees for the realization of the political-operative tasks at hand (MfS-SED-KL, 1985, p. 2).

The report continues to explain that it is precisely through ideological work aimed at aligning everyone with the collective intentionality of the party that the Stasi unit in question will be able to take on its “ever growing responsibility.”

The direct identification of the intentions of the party with the objectivity of history had two major consequences. First, it implied that if the intentionality of the party was perfectly realized, indeed monolithic, the intended state would come true quasi-automatically. Seen this way, the key to success of socialism was to make people believe. Within this consciousness driven model of social transformation, it was perfectly rational to go to extraordinary efforts and to spend considerable resources for proselytization. By the same token it was rational to focus the security apparatus on maintaining the party’s influence on the consciousness of the people.
 Second, the identification between party intentionality and objective truth had consequences for the party’s understanding of self-efficacy. The party assumed that it had the agency to realize its intentions. It believed that comprehensive planning and comprehensive control were in fact possible. Mielke’s exhortation of his men to investigate the motives of every non voter or nay sayer, his demand to know the various social contexts of the GDR so well as to enable Stasi to address each and every case, are good illustrations of this overextension. Although Stasi was itself arguably the most prodigally endowed political police in the world, and although Stasi’s net of secret informants was comprehensive by any historical standards, Mielke’s demands on his men, much like the party congresses’ encompassing development programs, have an almost eerie, phantasmagoric character. There are no realistic circumstances under which they could ever have been fulfilled.
 

Belief in the party’s efficacy to produce a monolithic revolutionary intentionality manifests itself not only in the language of the major party documents, but in virtually all official communications. Stasi’s official language is a case in point. There is, for example, a prodigal use of what might be called the continuous positive, where today everything is asserted to be more than what it was yesterday: the officers become “ever more vigilant,” their class perspective becomes “ever more defined,” the use of resources is “ever more efficient,” and the “early recognition of the enemy is ever more successful.” Maybe the most surprising aspect of such communications is that there was never any need to make the slightest effort to provide evidence for actual growth in vigilance, class consciousness, efficiency, or effectiveness. The continuous positive is a consequence not of empirical investigation but of deduction from theory believed to be absolutely true.

Moreover, official language, internal and external communications, supported monolithic intentionality through a totalizing language of complete mobilization. “Every member” had to participate in the latest measure, “all means and methods” had to be used to defeat the enemy, “every effort” was to be made to realize the targets set by the last party congress, “every enemy” had to be identified. As Mielke (1984b) put it: “Nobody shall be allowed to escape the influence of this society.”

The thrust of socialism’s monolithic intentionality was also manifest in the belief that the future was completely transparent, a belief that was extended, in public speeches, both to large-scale events and to happenings that, in retrospect, can only be described as minor occurrences.
 Social events that were said to depended on the voluntary actions of participants were presented, at the same time, as if their outcomes were known beforehand, leaving no doubt that they would indeed materialize. In other words, monolithic intentionality, once achieved, was assumed to be self-realizing. Here, again, Mielke’s lectures at the biannual security briefings are very instructive. Mielke (1984a) anticipated the results of a countrywide youth festival scheduled to take place in several weeks time. Not only would it be an “impressive and powerful demonstration of capabilities” but “500,000 members of the FDJ [youth movement] will again demonstrate their loyalty to the party of the working class and will offer proof of their readiness to contribute to the consolidation, strengthening and defense of socialism.“ Mielke implies in his speech that Stasi’s role in “securing the festival” is to guarantee that the achievement of these results will not be endangered by planning mishaps or by machinations of the enemy. “Securing” an event came increasingly to mean that Stasi was to insure that intentions matched outcomes. And this was indeed a role Stasi played in the GDR, not only by making sure a youth festival proceeded according to plan, but also by helping the economy to stay on plan or research institutes meet their deadlines.

 The coupling of monolithic intentionality with an equally imposing understanding of self-efficacy, by way of insight into absolute truth, raised thorny questions about apparent failures. It is not surprising that GDR officials, as guardians of truth, had great trouble admitting to failures at all. The propaganda apparatus celebrated success stories and hushed up or remained completely silent about problems, lest the party’s connection to absolute truth, and therefore its intentionality and agency, be cast into doubt. When failures or problems could no longer be suppressed, they were stereotypically explained in one of two ways, both of which focussed on the consciousness of individual people while protecting the integrity of the party by silencing questions about the system. The personalization of failure was practiced in benevolent and malevolent fashion. The former insisted on what one might call ideological negligence. A problem’s occurrence meant that the party’s intentionality had been imperfectly internalized due to underdeveloped socialist consciousness. In security briefings and other speeches Mielke (1984a, 1986, 1988) points out time and again that if all his orders had been followed, if all the party documents had been studied correctly, Stasi successes would have been much higher. He says, for example:

If we are again and again surprised by spectacular occurrences, or by the flight of important persons [i.e. by failures of control: A.G], then the cause for these surprises is that we have allowed mistakes to happen, that we did not discover weak points in time or that we have done nothing to get rid of them (Mielke, 1986).

The consequence for Mielke was that orders and party documents must be studied ever more intensively because there is nothing better for a good socialist than to “steel his ideological consciousness,” which will in turn provide sure guidance in difficult situations. 
The more malevolent interpretation of failure, by contrast, points to an opposing intentionality, to the machinations of the class enemy, as the root cause. No doubt true accidents may occur, but as Mielke (1984b, 122,3) points out:

One has to investigate whether there are possible hints of the clandestine production of such occurrences [accidents], where the causes and motives lie in the neglect or in the incorrect or not timely reaction to the development of sources of danger.

Mielke asserts that enemies like to hide behind what might be accidents only in name. In keeping with the cult of secrecy surrounding failures, Stasi had to decide what kind of failure it was: a true accident, lacking consciousness (which includes all cases of neglect), or outright sabotage. Whether it was a fire in a factory, the crash of an airplane, or the derailment of a train, Stasi appeared on the scene, using its methods, especially its widespread network of secret informants, to find out.

The Ethics of Absolute Finality and the Moral Basis of Hierarchy

So far I have shown how self-objectification was thought to be rational because it was deemed to be true; that is, historically necessary. Yet personal submission to collective intentionality was also justified because it was believed to be the only sure route to the ultimate moral good, a classless and therefore just human society.
 Self-objectification was rational because it was done in the pursuit of a common moral purpose. From this understanding followed a conception of socialist morality that I would call an ethics of absolute finality in which whatever furthered the realization of party intentionality was morally desirable and good; whatever impeded it was bad. Since all legitimation works by suggesting an association with the good, the right the beautiful or the true, it is not surprising that virtually all Stasi documents took pains to demonstrate how Stasi work was in keeping with the ethics of absolute finality. Studies of Stasi’s own university were framed as contributions to the fulfillment of the latest party decrees; annual planning documents enumerate ways in which they resonate with the pronouncements of the last plenary session of the central committee. By the same token, praise for individuals or organizations was first and foremost recognition for their contribution to the realization of collective intentionality. Organizations were lauded for “plan overfulfillment”; individuals were commended for helping realize the directives of the Xth party congress. 

In conjunction with the Manichaeism of an ever-intensifying class-war, the ethics of absolute finality yielded a convenient precept, a socialist categorical imperative, if you will. It was often simply stated as: “be always partial!” or “show a firm class standpoint!” These slogans could be translated to mean “always act in such a way that the proletariat is maximally supported in its struggle with the bourgeoisie – and the best way to do that is to realize collective intentionality." The moral worth of actions undertaken in the class struggle could be measured by the following procedure: “ask yourself who (i.e., we or they) benefits from this action and no action can be right where they benefit and we loose.” A good communist and, above all, a good chekist – that is, a good member of a socialist secret police organization – is someone who has a firm class standpoint, someone who has practiced, and is therefore always ready to take the perspective of the party (and hence the proletariat).
 

Group boundaries are always moral boundaries. The distinction between insiders and outsiders involves de facto a distinction between who is worthy of solidarity and who is not, between who belongs and who does not. The ethics of absolute finality divided the inhabitants of the GDR into two camps: friends, who at least in practice supported collective intentionality, and foes, in Stasi jargon “negative-inimical forces,” who were thought to undermine it. To determine who belongs where, to decide “who is who” (wer ist wer?), was Stasi’s task (Gill and Schröter, 1991, 295-345). Stasi constructed between the two categories a gray area of people whose consciousness was “unclear,” “unsteady,” “unsolidified,” and who might already have said or done something that brought them into conflict with monolithic intentionality. These were people whose attitudes against socialism had not yet hardened and thus had to be treated differently from enemies. According to Mielke (1984b):

In our chekist work we have had the experience that many sympathizers and fellow travelers of oppositional groups are people who have for various reasons temporarily come under the spell of internal and external enemies…With the help of prudent ideological influence and in collaboration with state and social organizations we have to make every effort to bring them back to positions which are in accordance with society or which are at least loyal.

The friends of socialism were not conceived as homogeneous. Mielke distinguishes between “in accordance with society,” meaning in enthusiastic support of collective intentionality, and “loyal,” meaning at least implicitly pro GDR (rather than explicitly pro FRG). The degree to which collective intentionality was internalized, the degree to which a firm class position was exhibited in action, distributed belonging unevenly along a spectrum from center to periphery. In the true spirit of democratic centralism, those higher up were thought to be superior precisely because they were “politically more mature” and thus better equipped to understand what realizing collective intentionality in a given situation really meant. Hierarchy was thought to have a moral underpinning, all the more so in the GDR, where the leadership generation had, in the understanding of many younger people, proven their integrity by fighting the Nazi dictatorship. 

The presumed moral basis of hierarchy meant that election to higher positions, which in the beginning of the GDR allowed for competition, degenerated into a self-recruitment of elites legitimized by acclamation from below. Those higher up were supposed to know more and to have, due to their political maturity, better judgment. Thus they knew best who a suitable candidate was. Only in the Fall of 1989 did party members openly rebel against this practice, when the leadership proved absolutely clueless of how to address the crisis of the Fall of 1989, when socialism began to disintegrate rather fast. The moral underpinnings of hierarchy also make clear why Stasi’s organizational life was characterized by such a dour culture of blame: since a weak class position was one of the acknowledged causes of failure, and since such weakness was more characteristic of the bottom than the top, blame was deflected downward.

The model of belonging that emerges has the following gestalt. Belonging is made by living one’s life in accordance with the ethics of absolute finality. The self-objectification such a life requires can be more or less perfect which implies that people's objective support for socialism does vary by degree. Consequently, belonging was not seen as a state reached once and for all, but as a hard-won achievement that needed to be constantly re-attained, since the intentionality of the party, and the contexts in which it could be realized, were constantly on the move. Belonging was always problematic. Those higher up, who were held responsible by their own superiors for the successful education of those further below, not only supported practices that furthered the self-objectification of subordinates, they also demanded tokens of successful alignment, which they could display to their superiors. These tokens came to function as indicators of the state of the socialist project at a particular level in the hierarchy. Hence Mielke could hail the election results of the Socialist Unity Party as proof of the electorate’s commitment to their socialist fatherland, the GDR.

Everybody with career stakes in the GDR had a vital interest in producing tokens of their absorption of collective intentionality and their dedication to the ethics of absolute finality. Life in the GDR was therefore awash in proclamations of commitment, in ostentatious displays of knowledge about party documents, their significance and usefulness. In this context it was particularly troublesome that intentions could be feigned. With any demonstration of intentions, the nagging question became: “are they true?” Again, the that Mielkes (1984) worried not only about non voters and nay sayers, but about the value of the aye votes, reveals one of the fundamental tensions of socialism. 

Because key intentions proved very hard, if not impossible, to realize, this model of belonging produced consequences that are not difficult to understand. The tendency to step up proselytization efforts led to situations in which even party members felt annoyed by what appeared to be empty talk. The drive to find more ways to make people prove they were in synch with collective intentionality was experienced by many as a proliferation of vacuous submission rituals. Stasi was seen as the only agency that could effectively separate wheat from chaff, true displays of intentions from false ones, and Mielke (1984a) ultimately went so far as to order his men to investigate the motives of everyone. Accordingly, Stasi moved to the center of social truth practices in the GDR, assuming responsibility for telling the leadership, in “atmospheric reports,” how people in the GDR really thought; not only members of the opposition, but the population at large. What was at work here can only with slight exaggeration be described as a secret police model of truth.
Synecdochical Mischief and Cultural Intimacy

One aspect of state paranoia in the GDR that needs further exploration is the fact that the party state tended to over-read critical statements about any of its policies as negative (if not inimical) actions. To shed light on this issue, I asked Stasi officers why they believed that the members of civil rights groups were, contrary to their stated convictions and intentions, involved in a ploy to end socialism. Throughout their answers, one argumentative pattern predominates.
 By questioning decrees of the party or criticizing parts of the socialist system, I was told, the activists contributed to a weakening of the system as a whole. By introducing doubts, civil rights activists inevitably played into the hands of the class enemy, who used any sign of internal disunity to try to shatter the system. Since this would clearly be the result if their action succeeded, activists had to be considered foreign (directed) agents.
 Had the activists appreciated the necessity of absolute, unwavering unity behind the leadership of the party in times of intensifying class warfare, they would have put aside their individualistic concerns in the service of the system’s survival. Thus, in the eyes of Stasi officers, the civil rights activists were practicing synecdochical mischief (cf. Glaeser, 2000), the critique of a part to discredit the whole, or vice versa, a discrediting of the whole to devalue some or all of its parts. In this sense, the activists’ concerns with peace, the environment, or human rights were but strategic choices to undermine socialism (e.g., Mielke, 1984b). By zeroing in on the critique of particular party policies, while discounting the anti-capitalist, pro-socialist commitments of the opposition, Stasi officers were themselves practicing synecdochical mischief, for the fear of its practice by others. 

Moreover, the attribution of a totalizing, ultimately destructive intention to the movement members was justified in the eyes of the officers, because the activists used Western media, and thus agents of the enemy, to transport their messages. Of course, the officers did not see that this use of Western media was itself the direct result of their own practice of synecdochical mischief. Western media were important to the activists because they provided some protection and because they were the only means by which to reach a wider audience in the GDR itself. What Stasi officers saw, however, was activists discrediting the GDR in the West, possibly triggering further sanctions, and undermining public trust in the GDR in its leadership. 

The key activists suffered greatly from the imputation of synecdochical mischief because, unlike many other East Germans, they did not want to leave the country. They wanted to stay and reform what they considered their home. This awareness and fear of being the object of the state’s synecdochical mischief lead to harsh controversies among the activists about their position towards citizens who had applied for the permission to leave the country. For most of them, it was clear: these people had made a radical decision to reject the GDR as a whole, and it was precisely this kind of total rejection that they wanted to distance themselves from. 

Of course, members of the party, even high ranking ones, and Stasi officers could themselves become objects of the state’s fear and practice of synecdochical mischief. Every public critique of the regime implied lax class consciousness, if not inimical motives. Critique immediately put belonging at stake. In a ritual called “critique and self-critique,” the party-state provided a tool for critics to recant publicly. Critics were invariably accused of putting their own subjective interests and views of the world ahead of the objective understanding of the collective. Critics, it was argued, had therefore put themselves in opposition to the collectivity. The potential loss of belonging involved was existentially threatening. As one Stasi officer put it: “what should I have done? The party was my life, and I just couldn’t imagine a life outside it.”

Michael Herzfeld has devised a useful concept, aptly called “cultural intimacy,” which he defines as “the recognition of those aspects of cultural identity that are considered a source of external embarrassment but that nevertheless provide insiders with their assurance of common sociality” (1997, 3). The instances of cultural intimacy Herzfeld describes cast it as a kind of counter-discourse of belonging in which common, insider knowledge about a society’s dirty linen actually predisposes people to identify with it in spite of its shortcomings. Discourses of cultural intimacy stand in a tense yet complementary relationship to the official self-images of a community because they at once undermine untenable official claims while offering ultimately stabilizing alternative identifications. Thus, in spite of what might appear as their defiant tone, discourses of cultural intimacy can serve rather conservative purposes, especially if they can be reduced to a few cute cultural stereotypes. What I take to be at heart of cultural intimacy in the widest sense, however, is the common assumption that all members share an unquestionable identification with the whole, even if they might criticize or even ridicule parts of it. Thus, my understanding of cultural intimacy captures a wider range of phenomena than what Herzfeld originally had in mind. Intimacy has a domain of open but sheltered vulnerability and what I have in mind here goes beyond the self-reflexive knowledge about a group's dirty linen and its use to stipulate solidarity to encompass any openness to playful questioning (including the use of humor, irony and even satire), systematic doubt and critique. Nevertheless, I shall continue to use the term cultural intimacy because I think it is, with its allusion to recursive anchoring of background understandings of the "I know that you know, that I know" variety, very aptly chosen. 
Bounded by the freedom from synecdochical mischief, cultural intimacy designates a particular form of belonging, which is an important precondition for finding solutions to controversial problems within a group. Cultural intimacy in this sense is a necessary, if not quite a sufficient condition for the emergence of a dialogic public sphere. It is easily broken by the vicious dynamic of synecdochical mischief, the very fear of which can create the practice, which often prompts repayment in kind. In other words, once synecdochical mischief has become endemic extraordinary measures of trust-building are needed to overcome them. In the GDR, party and state developed an acute fear of synecdochical mischief as a consequence of their failures to achieve a monolithic collective intentionality. This fear triggered attribution of synecdochical mischief to those who seemed to hinder the realization of this intentionality; and the attribution eventually triggered its practice by many opposition members, who towards the end of the 1980s began to conclude that socialism could not be reformed after all. The state’s own paranoia fed a self-radicalization of the opposition.

Cultural intimacy itself can be divided, pertaining to some domains but not others. In the GDR it emerged to a limited extent in the David-versus-Goliath metaphors that were used to celebrate the smaller, less complicated nature of GDR products in comparison to those produced in the FRG. Yet the party’s ideological fixation on monolithic intentionality, combined with democratic centralism, prevented the emergence of cultural intimacy in matters political even within the ranks of the party. Consequently, dialogue could not emerge in the public sphere; it was confined in scale and scope to the shelter of personal friendships. Even discussions amongst the highest leading cadres of Stasi, in the central committee (Modrow, 1994; Uschner, 1993) and the politburo (cf. Schabowski, 1991) eventually lost all vestiges of dialogue, succumbing to the same proclamations of loyalty that filled the rest of public space. And although we don't know for certain, I doubt whether some of it had survived within the innermost leadership dyads of the GDR, the general secretary Erich Honecker's relationship to Günter Mittag, the politburo member in charge of the economy, and with Erich Mielke, likewise member of the politburo and head of Stasi. 
The loss of cultural intimacy shines through linguistic practices which have defined a distinct socialist lingo: the numerous references to authority in form of party decrees, speeches of the general secretary, the Marxist-Leninist classics and laws and regulations (in this order); the incessant celebration of success, the relativization or outright silence about failure. Given the suspicions that surrounded all dissent, it is not surprising that next to nobody gave extemporaneous public speeches, not the general secretary, not the politburo members, not even Mielke, who within the innermost circle of his generals read for hours from prepared manuscripts. Public life in the GDR was in the grip of state paranoia.

Certain historical contexts and types of ideologies are more conducive to the generation of synecdochical mischief, and thus to the production or destruction of cultural intimacies, than others. Socialism, with its reliance on a consciousness-driven model of social transformation, must confront the fact that before people became socialists they believed in something else; they had another way of understanding the world. If success is predicated on total commitment to the new way, failures will inevitably raise doubts about the degree or purity of the new commitment. The converted socialist is in this sense even more vulnerable to suspicion than the converted adherent to a salvation religion, who is in the comparatively lucky position of not being held accountable for the success of planned social changes. Socialism also has the problem of beginning its work by facing an enemy within. And again, if the development of socialism does not proceed smoothly, certain questions will linger: has the enemy been defeated for good, and had its defeat created only superficially subdued sentiments of revenge? Nationalism is in a much nicer situation insofar as its greatest potential enemies will be situated outside the community.  Finally, it has to be considered that socialism in Eastern Europe was not brought about by internal revolutions, supported by the masses, but was a gift of Soviet tanks to local revolutionaries who, deep in their hearts, must have understood that the initial and – as periodic upheavals seemed to demonstrate – the continuing, critical support for their regimes came from outside.    

Conclusions

I have introduced state paranoia as an institutionalized form of distrust. Although public life in the former GDR was rife with state paranoia, I do not want to suggest that all of social life in the GDR was beset by distrust, nor do I believe that socialist societies were characterized overall by lower levels of trust than capitalist societies, as Cold War rhetoric wanted us to believe. It must be remembered that no matter how deeply seated the distrust of others might be, control can never be comprehensive. Successful social interaction involves at least minimal trust, and it follows that social life everywhere entails different forms of trust and distrust. Thus, a meaningful use of these terms requires specificity. Therefore, speaking of state paranoia, it is useful to distinguish who distrusts whom (source), about what (object), why or in what regard (target), and under what particular circumstances (context).
 State paranoia had a highly indexical source; it radiated from the center of the party state to its periphery; it pitted individuals against collectivities, most notably members against the party, individual citizens against the state, and to a lesser extent
 individual workers against their collective. It was particularly virulent in the event of failures, but, as continuous efforts of control betray, it was a stable background feature of public life in the GDR. The source of distrust was the real or imagined dissident who was weakening the resolve and thus the revolutionary fervor of the party. The particular object of distrust was the quality of the consciousness of individuals and hence – according to regnant ideology – their reliability as constitutive members of socialist collectives. The target of distrust, and of course in retrospect this is ironic, shifted in the course of the development of the GDR from fears about the survival of socialism to concerns about its smooth functioning. 

State paranoia prevented the emergence of a public sphere in which ideas and critiques about the system could be freely exchanged and the merits of alternative understandings of socialism or individual policies could be debated. Consequently, socialism closed itself to a vital source of internal renewal. Even worse, state paranoia was self-amplifying. In immediate reaction to inevitable mismatches between intentions and outcomes, state paranoia led to more centralization, more and more tightly controlled propaganda, a continuing increase in security measures, and so on. The key to understanding the enormous growth of Stasi (cf. Gieseke, 2000, 551-557) during the history of the GDR lies precisely in this feedback cycle. In 1955, when the GDR completely resumed responsibility for its internal security from the Soviet Union, Stasi had 16,344 employees; at the end of its existence, Stasi counted 91,015 heads on its payroll. At the same time, the number of spies caught in East Germany, the number of identifiable acts of sabotage, and even graffiti and pamphlets directed against the party (at least until late 1989) all declined sharply.
 The irony of history in this case is that Stasi officers, although hired to protect socialism, probably contributed to its downfall by helping to enact state paranoia in the GDR.

I have analyzed the reproduction of state paranoia from the perspective of those who enacted it. My argument is based on interviews with Stasi officers and Stasi documents, but a comparison with materials generated by the politburo and the central committee reveals a similar picture. The people who enacted the system did not believe all the facts they were presented with, nor did they support every policy the regime favored. They did, however, believe deeply in the logic of the arguments, practices, and institutions I discuss in this essay. They believed in the value of the socialist project as a whole. Their commitment belies a popular Western discourse on socialism, which attributes cynicism to the enactors of the system. Often enough, scholars follow the same path of reasoning by attributing the suppressive characteristics of the system to the immoral (material or power) motives of its functionaries. 

This argument founders not necessarily in detail (for of course there was also cynical behavior) but at large, because it makes misleading assumptions about the ways in which community and belonging were constructed in socialism. The very fear of socialist institutions that the tokens of belonging they required were possibly faked and the immense efforts they undertook to tell true from false  are much less expressions of ruthlessly self-interested behavior, but much more the outcome of the interlocking ideologies and practices of belonging I have described here in detail. As much as paranoid institutions can be enacted by perfectly “healthy” human beings, cynical responses of institutions can be produced by basically well meaning individuals who work in these institutions.

To assess the wider significance of the processes I have described in this paper it is important to remember that the key to the interlocking practices, ideologies and institutions producing state paranoia is the suppression of the knowledge about the inevitably reductive character of the representational practices, in the case of the GDR between socialist ideology and social life as well as the various layers of party hierarchy and society. It’s dynamic is produced by the projection of an identification between ideology and world (obfuscating inassimilable facts and events) onto the relationship between members and their collectivities which is conceived on the model of a microcosmic reflection (obliterating the differences between individuals and individuals and the collectivity). The effective suppression of the knowledge of both of these reductions, helps them to condition and buttress each other. The unity and coherence of the ideology is guaranteed and sustainable only by producing a monolithic social order; and the monological character of the ideology is used to engineer a coherent and unitary collectivity. The consequence of this arrangement is social paranoia, an all consuming fear of and fight against both, inassimilable facts which constantly need to be explained away through ever more outrageous dialectical maneuvers and inassimilable human beings which need to be effectively isolated through ever more sophisticated secret police tactics. With these measures comes the absence of cultural intimacy within the collectivity (however narrowly defined) which has effectively prevented the emergence of that degree self reflexivity which would have enabled it to adjust ideologies, practices an institutions to a fast changing world. 

Effective intimacy in this sense requires the cultivation of some form of pluralism. Ironically, it was the acceptance of pluralism and the emergence of cultural intimacy within the opposition movements that protected them from secret police tactics intended to undermine their sociality by spreading rumors about who thought what about whom or who might or might not be an informant of Stasi. Tragically, I would argue, it is the celebration of pluralism and a strong insistence on the right to differ that has prevented many GDR opposition members from becoming successful politicians within the election machines of West Germany’s established political parties. Successful organization requires symbolic and social representation and hence the voluntary acceptance of reductions; this, too, is a significant aspect of cultural intimacy. The opposition members who took such pains to create a sphere of intimacy for themselves found themselves outside it within the parties they joined. The construction of public spaces characterized by cultural intimacy has two sides: (1) a self understood abstention from synecdochical mischief in which participants undermine the whole by attacking parts and (2) the negotiation of a relative comfort with the reductions entailed by relevant symbolic and social representations. A complex maneuver indeed.
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� The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders: Fourth Edition, better known as DSM-IV (American Psychiatric Association, 1994), defines paranoid personality disorder as “a pervasive distrust and suspiciousness of others such that their motives are interpreted as malevolent” (p. 637). Diagnostic criteria include, for example, the assumption of ill-intention even where there is no indication of it; unfounded doubts about the loyalty of friends or associates; unwillingness to confide in others; reading hidden meanings into benign remarks. All of these, as will become apparent throughout the paper, are characteristic of state paranoia as well.


� On the problematic conceptualization of political representation on the basis of a close identification between the represented and their representative agents see especially Pitkin, 1967, Dahl, 1989 and more recently Young, 2000.


� And it is precisely here, as Andrew Shryock shows so forcefully in his contributions to this volume, where the practice of ethnography has to wrestle with related issues. After all, ethnography is often written and even more often taken to represent the life of a particular group of people in a totalizing fashion and the ethnographer herself is that ambiguous figure striving to be an insider, while remaining, by profession, an outsider.


� The literature on totalitarianism is mostly concerned with defining it as a historically new state form (Arendt, 1958; Friedrich, 1954; Friedrich and Brzezinski, 1965; for a recent overview see Jesse, 1999). Thus much of the debate centers around the question of how to define it and how much and at which times the various Fascisms and Communisms can be properly seen as totalitarian.


� It is fascinating to see how among many former party members learning to think in terms of institutional failures emerged slowly only in the late 1980s to take firm root for most only after the final fall of the old regime. A fascinating account of how a reform-minded socialist slowly comes to recognize that personalization must give way to a systems critique is Wolf, 1999. Party members who actually saw the inability of personalization to explain failure were systematically driven underground. On SED reformers see Land and Possekel, 1998, Rauh, 1991.


� Nevertheless, while I do want to argue that the enactment of state paranoia involves feelings of fear (and fear-anger cycles), I will use the term paranoia purely descriptively without invoking intrapsychic processes to explain it.


� This paper is based on interviews with 25 Stasi officers, 12 peace and civil rights movement activists, and three secret informants, as well as extensive archival research at the Stasi document center, the Matthias Domaschk archive, and the federal archives in Berlin. The original research is supplemented by a host of secondary materials, such as published interviews, memoirs, and biographies of former secret informants, Stasi officers, members of the central committee, the politburo, and their staff.


� Only about 3800 (1989) employees belonged to the HV A, the foreign espionage service. For a distribution of employees over various departments, see BStU, 1996; for employee statistics over time, see Gieseke, 2000. It is difficult to estimate how many Stasi officers were directly involved in efforts to control oppositional political thought.  Responsibility and support for this task was not lodged in any single department.


� Including the 91,000 full time members of Stasi, and given the fact that informants were regularly retired, it can be roughly estimated that by the end of the 1980s about 5 percent of the adult population of the GDR was working or had worked directly for the secret police. For purposes of comparison, it is interesting that about 19% of the adult population of the GDR were card-carrying members of the party (Schröder, 1998, 393). 


� See especially the guidelines on operative procedures (Gill and Schröter, 1991, 346-413, especially 389ff).


� Since it was illegal to constitute groups not sanctioned by the state, groups considered themselves more as open networks. Membership, which was never formally defined (in spite of some attempts to do so), came in a set of concentric circles determined by degree of participation: regularity of attendance, participation in group actions, initiation and leadership planning, and execution of group actions. 


� During my research I came across a presentation given by a leading member of the peace and civil rights movements who was talking to a group composed entirely of informants!


� The suspicion that there could not be any real opposition is nicely reflected in linguistic practices such as the use of “so called” or of inverted commas in connection with “opposition.”


� In total, the civil rights groups gained only 5% of the vote (e.g. Schröder, 1998, 365), a number which might have to be corrected slightly upward because some former opposition members had thrown in their lot with the large Western parties. Some voters might have been drawn to these parties as a result.


� What was politically feasible is not identical with what Stasi could or would have done if allowed free reign. For example, in curtailing samizdat publications the international political context had to be taken into consideration. Thus, Stasi tried to deal a devastating blow to the important samizdat paper Grenzfall, which was edited and produced by members of the ”Initiative for Peace and Human Rights,” only after Honecker had come back from his state visit to West Germany. 


� Efforts ranged from clumsy actions such as “operation Ochenskopf,” in which antennas on GDR roofs were turned away from Western radio and tv transmitters, to actual jamming efforts; mechanical limitations on frequency dials were tried alongside regulatory means such as introducing the French color television system SECAM in the GDR, which was incompatible with West Germany’s PAL system.  


� In the simplest case the check consisted of a screening of records. Depending on security needs, however, such checks could also include investigations undertaken by secret informants, neighborhood beat patrol officers of the People’s Police, or Stasi officers in the guise of city employees, about the reputation of a particular person. See the guidelines on “security checks,” the so-called 1/82, and guidelines on operative person checks, the so-called 1/81 (Gill and Schröter, 1991, pp295-345).


� Apparently at the beginning of the 1980s the slogan disseminated by party schools was to consider the general secretary “the embodiment of the total social subject” (Schabowski, 1991, 119)


� Several of my interview partners have face party trials as a result of such behavior.


� This point is constantly emphasized in proselytizing work and is the central tenant of Marxist-Leninist textbooks.  A good (because widely spread) example is Kuusinen et al., 1960: “Marxism has uncovered the fundamental laws of the development of society. Thus it elevated history to the status of a true science, which can exactly explain both, the character of any given social order as well as the development from one such order to another (p.8-9).” Starting from the foundation of the classics, it was the party’s task to provide the correct interpretation of any particular historical situation (see Central Committee of the CPSU, 1938, especially conclusions). Dominic Boyer (forthcoming) calls this particular interpretative prerogative of the party "hermeneutic power."


� It is particularly this aspect of a demand for total alignment which at the same time is a radical differentiation intor friends and foes which Hannah Arendt (1958) has called terror and which she sees as the constitutive characteristic of totalitarian rule. Alas, Arendt pays much less attention to what this means for totalitarian models of belonging which I will discuss in the next section.


� Of course the canon was never fixed. Stalin’s works were no longer consulted after the XX party congress of the CPSU. But also the works of Marx, Engels and Lenin were read only very selectively and were often reduced to particular quotations, depending on what portions seemed relevant to support a particular party line. Since participation in propaganda work was already time-consuming, especially for party members, even the highly motivated rarely extended their reading of the classics beyond selections used in meetings or classroom settings.


� Mampel (1996) has spoken of Stasi as an “ideology police,” which is a slight misnomer. The object of Stasi policing was not ideology per se – that was the party’s prerogative – but more precisely the party’s influence on the consciousness of the people.    


� Proclaiming unattainable goals was a tradition in socialism, and it was practiced at all levels. Ulbricht wanted to “overtake [West Germany] without catching up with it.” Honecker proclaimed the “unity of social and economic policies.” 


� Arguably this is another unmarxian tenant of Soviet style socialism. Again, Kuusinen (1960): “The marxist science of social development does not only enable us to find our way among the complicated social contradictions but to predict the course of events and the direction in which historical progress will proceed….”


� Socialism thus proclaimed a seductive unity of rationality, eliminating the possible tensions between the true and the good by aligning them through the discovery and the practical pursuit of the only path to a just social order. Socialist rationality is thus, in Weber's lingo, substantive not procedural, a fact which has again direct consequence for the understanding of law.


� Although the party mad wide use of the argument of a “tactical retreat” for example by engaging in practical deals with the class enemy, this argument could be used with ease only top down but was virtually indefensible bottom up.


� The same argument was used against Robert Havemann, a communist but also the GDR’s leading critic in the 1960s and 1970s, and against Rolf Biermann, a singer and poet, also a communist, whose forced exile in 1976 lead to a public outcry in the GDR.  


� Several officers pointed out that in the end it didn’t matter if they were directly hired by Western secret services. What mattered was that their actions produced precisely the kind of effect Western services would have produced if in fact they had hired them.


� Since distrust is a consequence of fear, one can restate the schema for distrust as: who is afraid of whom (source), afraid of what (object), and afraid for what (target), under which circumstances (context)?


� I can not go into details here, but the micro-collective, to the degree that it stipulated personal friendships, did indeed create a kind of intimacy which allowed for discourses of a kind which were often much freer from the suspicion of disloyalty.


� This assessment is based on the memory of Stasi officers, who all confirm this decline.


� In a similar vein, Herzfeld (1992) tries to show how perfectly affable human beings enact a system of bureaucratic indifference.
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