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alliance between blacks and Jews in the period between 1930 and 1960. Stephen 

Whitfield, speaking about the present, postulated that the recent anti-Semitism of leaders 

of the Nation of Islam was irrational. Clayborne Carson, in his comment, pointed out that 

Whitfield's claim that black anti-Semitism has no correlation in the Jewish community 

contradicted Greenberg's cogent historical argument and also drew attention to the 

calculated rationality of anti-Semitism for the purposes of publicity. 

The evening panel explored both the history of Nazi oppression of people of color 

and their experience in Germany today. The sixth session explored the role of German 

immigrants in nineteenth-century abolitionism. Bruce Levine discussed the importance of 

class relations in the anti-slavery movement. Hartmut Keil explored the intellectual roots 

of the anti-slavery thought of Alexander von Humboldt and Otillie Assing, and Tamara 

Felding examined Assing's relationship with Frederick Douglass. The final panel 

discussed W.E.B. Dubois and his idea of double consciousness in both the representation 

of music in the text of Souls of Black Folk and his discussions of historical memory, in 

Black Reconstruction in America, in particular his exploration of official and alternate 

histories. 

The conference brought over thirty scholars to the Institute, many of whom came for 

the first time. The sessions prompted lively discussion throughout the conference, and the 

Smithsonian Institution University Press has expressed strong interest in publishing the 

papers from the conference as a volume of essays. 

 Elizabeth Alice White 

 

 

What is the Text of the Text? Reading the Files of East German Bureaucracies. 

Workshop at the German Historical Institute, Washington, D.C. October 14-15, 1994. 

Sponsored by the Volkswagen Foundation. Conveners: Peter Becker and Alf Lüdtke. 

The history of East Germany is booming in academe. However, it is only occasionally 

that any of the discussions revolve around the specific "textures" of the texts that were 

generated in the GDR. The workshop set out to close this gap by discussing various sorts 

of "texts" that originated from the bureaucracies of the state, the party, or other 

institutions. At the same time, it aimed to promote the communication between 
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Germans and Americans in their approaches to the history of the GDR, particularly in the 

fields of social and everyday-life history. On a more theoretical level, many of the 

conference participants questioned the power mechanisms at work in a bureaucratic 

society: the political, social, and economic systems and their "levels of command" were 

related to socio-psychological processes within the society at large, as well as to the 

practices of daily life. 

Alf Lüdtke opened the workshop with brief theoretical remarks that stressed the 

importance of a comparative study of bureaucracies and the consideration of a multi-

faceted relationship between bureaucratic agencies and other social actors. He also 

recommended to look for hidden transcripts (Scott) in the texts produced by bureaucratic 

agencies, especially when they depicted the violence ouverte by the dominators. 

In the first session, the production and impact of statistical accounts in East Germany 

were discussed. Both authors (Burghard Ciesla, Matthias Judt) argued that a main feature 

of these statistics was the constant re-definition of the categories used in gathering them. 

In her comment, Mary Nolan emphasized that an enormous pressure to present "good" 

numbers and statistics resulted from the long-standing tradition of progressivism and 

industrialism that had been a fundamental trait of bourgeois society in the late nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries and also widely cherished by working-class organizations in 

Germany. 

The papers of session II presented topics from the 1950s and 1960s that revealed the 

particular efforts of individuals to construct representations "of one's own" in East 

Germany. It turned out that there was a lasting impact of images that embodied the anti-

hedonistic and anti-consumer positions that had been promoted by (predominantly 

Protestant) Kulturkonservative and labor representatives as early as the Kaiserreich and 

the Weimar Republic. Whether it was the design of conspicuously non-Western visual 

landscapes (Katherine Pence on window displays) or the battle against non-respectable 

forms of jazz (Uta Poiger) in the mid-1950s, or the fight against Rowdytum in the mid-

1960s (Dorothee Wierling), the pedagogical impetus therein stimulated and legitimized 

texts that disregarded the needs and interests of the masses they aimed to reach and even 

convinced them that new notions or images would lead them toward a new and better 

world. 

In the third panel, two very different aspects of claims for individual rights—or, as 

Inga Markovits argued, needs—were presented. The Reinigungsbriefe (Insa Eschebach) 

of 1945 tell about individuals who had been members of the Nazi Party or political 

accomplices of Nazism 
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and who, after May 1945, wanted to convince the new authorities of their innocence, if 

not their victimization, by the Nazis. Markovits used litigation records to show the 

paternal authority resorted to by the judges to turn claims not into rights but into needs. 

These problems were discussed further in the next session. Women applying for the 

right of abortion (denied by law especially between 1950 and 1972) referred to the 

burden they had shouldered throughout their lifetime while participating in building the 

new society (Atina Grossman). The authorities, however, dismissed these applications; in 

their statements, the state (and party) representatives displayed a strong mixture of 

Protestant anti-hedonism and characteristics of Erziehungsstaat. In the late 1970s and 

1980s, the unspoken optimism that seemed to prevail among women in the 1950s faded 

away and, as letters written to TV reporters in the 1980s show, women became very bitter 

and tired of fighting with the "irrationalities" in their lives, such as the unavailability of 

decent clothes (Ina Merkel). Also focussing on the citizens of the GDR as consumers, 

Daniel Mattern presented the results of his study on the frequency of foreign travel of 

East Germans since the late 1950s. 

The fifth panel addressed the ways in which control and dissent were carried out. 

David Bathrick began the session with an analysis of the "Narrative Strategies of the 

Stasi Files." Jane Lambertz examined the treatment by the authorities of accounts of 

people persecuted by Nazis between 1945 and 1955. Interviews with East German 

dissidents were the basis for a paper by Christian Joppke, which demonstrated the 

uniqueness of their dissent. 

Panel VI explored aspects of the self-legitimation of bureaucratic organizations. The 

first paper, by Thomas Lindenberger, provided insight into public order as viewed by the 

GDR Volkspolizei in the 1950s. Petr Mares then dealt with the "Czechoslovak Trade 

Union Leadership and its Documents, 1945-1955," and Ralph Jessen emphasized the 

detrimental effects of verbal ritualization in state and party agencies in his paper, 

"Diktatorische Herrschaft als kommunikative Praxis. Überlegungen zum Zusammenhang 

von 'Bürokratie' and Sprachnormierung in der DDR-Geschichte." 

In conclusion, there are three major controversial issues: 

1) Historical change has to be considered more seriously in the writing about the GDR; 

the 1950s cannot be conflated with the 1980s. It seems difficult, however, to gain such a 

new perspective due to a particular 
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sense of timelessness that was embodied frequently in official internal and external 

accounts. 

2) It has to be kept in mind that various and sometimes contradictory practices were 

pursued simultaneously by different bureaucracies, agencies of state, party, and economy, 

and their clients. Much more micro-historical investigation of the routines and practices 

of those who were involved in "domination as social practice" has to be carried out before 

generalizations are justified. 

3) The meaning and ambivalence of "rituals" should be reconsidered. Reflections on the 

value of ritual speech and ritual acting could lead to more careful analyses of the actual 

use that people made of rituals. 

 Peter Becker 


