Introduction

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

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

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

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

This study, then, is both an ethnographic account of German re-
unification and an attempt to understand the paradoxical human condi-
tion of a borderland.

BOUNDARIES, BORDERILANDS,
AND BORDER ZONES

Boundaries are symbols through which states, nations, and lo-
calities define themselves. They define at once territorial limits and so-
ciocultural space. A boundary is, as Georg Simmel has noted, “not a spa-
tial fact with sociological effects, but a sociological fact which forms
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space” (1908: 623). Boundaries—cultural, geographical, and territorial —
identify people; they define who is inside and who is outside. The simple
crossing of a border is a “territorial passage” that may alter spatiotem-
poral experience (Kelleher n.d.; Van Gennep 1960). Indeed, it is an act of
definition and a declaration of identity, transforming one, in an instant,
from a citizen into a foreigner.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The borderlands are just such a place of incommensurable contradic-
tions. The term does not indicate a fixed topographical site between two
other fixed locales (nations, societies, cultures), but an interstitial zone

of displacement and deterritorialization that shapes the identity of the
hybridized subject. Rather than dismissing them as insignificant, as mar-
ginal zones, thin slivers of land between stable places, we want to con-
tend that the notion of borderlands is a more adequate conceptualization
of the “normal” locale of the postmodern subject. (Gupta and Ferguson

1992: 18)

In this view, the borderland is as much a metaphor as a physical space,
or what Roger Rouse has called “an alternative cartography of social

space” (1991: 9).
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Renato Rosaldo, who has been at the forefront of anthropology in the-
orizing the concept of a borderland, retains both a literal and meta-
phorical notion of a borderland in arguing for studies of people living on
cultural and national borders. For Rosaldo, the borderland suggests
ways of “redefining the concept of culture”: “borderlands should be re-
garded not as analytically empty transitional zones but as sites of cre-
ative cultural production that require investigation. . . . Such cultural
border zones are always in motion, not frozen for inspection” (1989: 208,
217). Moreover, the border zones of daily life may form around a variety
of social boundaries: “More than we usually care to think, our everyday
lives are crisscrossed by border zones, pockets and eruptions of all kinds.
Social borders frequently become salient around such lines as sexual ori-
entation, gender, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, age, politics, dress,
food, or taste” (pp. 207-8).

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

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

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

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

STATES OF TRANSITION:
AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF POSTSOCIALISM

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

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

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

For anthropology, postsocialist transitions offer opportunities to ex-
plore some of the central issues of the discipline: the relationship among
economic systems, political entities, and culture; the construction of
identity, ethnicity, and nationalism; social and cultural change. Similarly,
anthropology’s long interest in conditions of liminality offers a particu-
larly useful tool for analyzing and conceptualizing these moments of
tremendous change (Verdery 1996: 231). Defined by Victor Turner as the
ambiguous, interstructural, paradoxical, “betwixt and between” status
endured by initiates during a rite of passage, the liminal period is a tran-
sition “between states” (Turner 1967: 93). As Turner himself suggests, the
term state may be interpreted very broadly—even, 1 would propose,
quite literally.

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

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

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

PROCESSES AND PARTICULARS

An additional objective of this study, therefore, is to illumi-
nate how people negotiate and manipulate rapid social change in a world
of increasingly malleable boundaries, where identities crystallize around
borders as well as transcend them. I thus highlight processes of change,
contestation, and identity formation that are especially visible in mo-
ments of social discord and that take on particular significance at the
former border. Throughout the book, I draw on “revelatory incidents”
and “ethnographies of the particular” to describe the circumstances and
experiences of individuals and a community (Fernandez 1986; Abu-
Lughod 1991).13
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This focus on particulars does not entail a privileging of micropro-
cesses over macroprocesses, however. Instead, it is an attempt to move
away from an emphasis on coherence, boundedness, and homogeneity
that has characterized much of “traditional” anthropology in general
(Gupta and Ferguson 1992; Rosaldo 1989) and European ethnography
in particular. As anthropology returned “part-way home” to study
Furopean cultures, it often carried with it the discipline’s traditional
focus on isolated, bounded, and homogeneous communities (Cole 1977).
Viewing change as unilineal and unidirectional, European village stud-
ies have traditionally treated localities as bounded social entities and fo-
cused on issues of tradition, modernization, adaptation, and continuity
in rural life.”* An approach emphasizing local identity and culture as
products of large-scale processes, while extremely valuable, may risk
discounting the productive potential and rich detail of human experi-
ence, cultural practices, and individual action in social life.!5

Although its focus is on the village of Kella, this study, like much con-
temporary ethnography, strives to transcend the “village-study para-
digm” as well as other monolithic “culture concepts” by exploring the ef-
fects of long-term and extralocal processes as they are manifested and
refracted in a multiplicity of small-scale processes, local practices, and
individual actions (Abu-Lughod 1991: 143). Another aim here, then, is to
tell stories that reflect particular intersections of the large and the small.
Some of these stories focus on individuals, like Werner Schmidt, one of
the few “really reds” in Kella; Emma Hauser, a “religious virtuoso”;'¢
“T. R.,” nicknamed after the character in the American television series
Dallas; or Ralf Fischer, a traveler of maps. Other stories are about places,
like the Seventh Station, the Kella chapel, or the landscape of the border
fence. And some stories focus on events, like the fall of the Wall on No-
vember 9, 1989, or Kella’s procession in honor of re-unification on Octo-
ber 3, 1990.

Together, the stories, anecdotes, and vignettes are an attempt to rep-
resent ethnographically “a world riven with cultural contradiction”
(Limén 1991: 116). For, as Michael Herzfeld has noted, it is often these
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“humbler moments” or ““mere anecdotes’” that reveal what moves
people to action” (1997: 24)."” I do not claim to explain these events or

experiences “as they really were” to those concerned; experience and
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its recollections, reconstructions, and interpretations—including my
own—are subjective, situated, and inherently dialogical.’® Informed by
the well-known critiques of anthropology, then, my ethnographic story-
telling aims to avoid the distancing, totalizing, and essentializing dis-
courses of generalization; I hope to show that people’s experiences of the
rapid transformations surrounding the fall of the Wall have been highly
differentiated —even in a tiny border village.

ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH AND WRITING

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

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

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

Research Methodology and Practice

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The Organization of This Study

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

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

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

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

ing political and economic structures.

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

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

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

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






