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Introduction

Flipping the Script: Surveillance, Secrecy,
and Revelation

HIS BOOK IS about surveillance, secrecy and revelation in the German

Democratic Republic (GDR). It is a book about the East German
State Security Service, or Ministry for State Security (MfS), popularly
known as the Stasi. However, it is also a book about the writers, artists,
performers, and publishers in the literary sphere and their efforts to cre-
ate trust, build networks, and form friendships in a context of pervasive
state intrusion. We want to flip the script of existing scholarship. We ask
not what the Stasi knew about those involved in literary production in the
GDR, but what these groups knew about the Stasi, how they acquired
that knowledge, and how it circulated. In the process, we uncover the
myriad ways in which those seeking to write, publish, or support critical
literary production negotiated, circumvented, and actively confronted the
threat posed by surveillance and control.

Our sources include original interviews with individuals who have
direct experience of the GDR literary sphere, archival documents, and
published and unpublished literary works. The focus is on seven figures
who operated in different ways as authors, editors, and organisers of lit-
erary subcultures: the poet Uwe Kolbe (b. 1957), the singer-songwriter
Ekkehard Maafl (b. 1951), the prose writer Christa Moog (b. 1952),
the experimental artist and writer Gabriele Stotzer (b. 1953), the prose
writer Bernd Wagner (b. 1948), and the singer-songwriter and poet
Bettina Wegner (b. 1947) and her then-husband Klaus Schlesinger
(1937-2001). These authors represent different personal and political
approaches and different roles within the scene and contributions to it.
As we explore the encounters of these individuals with the Stasi, we will
meet a range of other critical intellectuals, informants, and Stasi officers
who constituted the networks in and through which knowledge about
the secret police was shared and circulated. Knowledge of the Stasi thereby
makes a significant empirical contribution to our understanding of state
intervention in literary production in the GDR.
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2 3 KNOWLEDGE OF THE STASI IN THE EAST GERMAN LITERARY SPHERE

Through our analysis, we seek to develop a better understanding of
the relationship between surveillance, secrecy, and revelation in authori-
tarian societies more broadly. We engage and bring into dialogue the-
oretical frameworks drawn from anthropology, sociology, psychology,
philosophy, and cultural studies to explore that relationship and develop
a model that can be applied to other “low trust”! societies. We show how
those engaged in the literary sphere built (unreliable) knowledge about
the secret police which permitted the development and maintenance of
the relationships of trust that were necessary to foster individual and col-
lective agency. Knowledge and trust in the GDR were intimately con-
nected, fragile, and imperfect—but also essential for the formation of
networks and bonded communities. For our case studies this means the
networks formed in and between the multiple literary spheres in the
GDR; however, as literary authors in Leseland DDR.? these authors also
connected beyond those networks with different readerships. In the final
chapter of this book, we explore literary production itself as a form of
knowledge and as a medium that could reveal the secrets of the state.

Writing in the GDR

Much has been written about the role and position of writers in the GDR
and their complex relationship to power.? In the early post-war period,
several prominent left-wing writers—including Bertolt Brecht, Stefan
Heym, and Anna Seghers—returned from exile, choosing the fledgling
socialist state as the “better Germany” that promised to eradicate the
very basis for fascism through an overhaul of the capitalist economic and
social structures that were seen to have been its cause. Indeed, through-
out its existence, the GDR was characterised by what Herfried Miinkler
has described as a “politischer Griindungsmythos” (political founding
myth), that positioned the state as the antifascist alternative to the West
and which was attractive to many who had suffered under or participated
in the Nazi regime.* The commitment to socialism as the antidote to
fascism became, according to Wolfgang Emmerich, a “loyalty trap” for
writers in the GDR, especially for those born in the mid- to late-1920s
who had experienced and participated in Nazism as teenagers and young

1 Hawley, Trust, 18.

2 This was the title of a 2022 exhibition produced by the Federal Founda-
tion for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Germany. See: <https://
www.bundesstiftung-aufarbeitung.de /de /vermitteln /ausstellungen /leseland-
ddr> (accessed May 28, 2025).

3 For a detailed overview of the history of writers and other intellectuals in
the GDR see Mittenzwei, Die Intellektuellen.

4 Minkler, “Antifaschismus und antifaschistischer Widerstand.”
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FLIPPING THE SCRIPT: SURVEILLANCE, SECRECY, AND REVELATION ¢ 3

adults, some of whom we will encounter in the course of this book.> Guilt
over their participation, coupled with fear of being excluded from the
community of antifascists, led—critics argue—those writers caught in the
“loyalty trap” to temper their criticism of the SED regime.® Even where
they became more cynical about the SED’s ability to implement a socialist
utopia in the GDR, for many the belief in that utopia remained.”

The politicisation of literary practice in the GDR also stemmed from
a conception of the role of the writer as both “teacher” and “partner,” as
Ian Wallace describes it.3 From the outset, writers were believed to have an
important part to play to “disseminate noble ideological ideals, encourage
socialist reconstruction of the country, and create heroes who would stand
as model figures, inspiring the reader to comparable feats or life styles.”®
This firmly political role meant an increased status for writers in the GDR,
including privileges not accorded to the rest of the population for those
seen to be sufficiently conformist—a boundary that was constantly shifting
and gradually expanding.!? Some writers even assumed positions of power
within the party apparatus and saw themselves as playing a genuine role in
political decision-making about the future of the state.!!

The acceptance of that political role on the part of the writer fre-
quently outlasted their unwavering commitment to the SED and belief
in the party’s ability to implement socialism. Wallace describes how a new
paradigm emerged in the 1970s that positioned the writer as “partner,
engaged on equal terms with [the] reader” to produce literature as “a
vehicle for social communication and exchange through which collective
values are organised and molded.”!? Writers still felt they were needed
as part of social debate (perhaps even as a “replacement” for a lack of
social debate elsewhere), but that debate would include addressing
social problems where they saw them.!3 Bathrick describes the para-

5  Emmerich, “Between Hypertrophy and Melancholy.”

6  Emmerich, “Between Hypertrophy and Melancholy.” See also Emmerich,
“Deutsche Intellektuelle: was nun?”

7 Emmerich, “Deutsche Schriftsteller als Intellektuelle”; Lehmann, “Die
Rolle und Funktion der literarischen Intelligenz in der DDR”; Bialas, Vom
unfreien Schweben zum freien Fall.

8  Wallace, “Teacher or Partner?”

9  Hutchinson, Stefan Heym, 77; Wallace, “Teacher or Partner,” 11;
Mittenzwei, Die Intellektuellen, 73. See Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criti-
czsm for an analysis of the expanding boundaries of legitimate debate.

10 Hutchinson, Stefan Heym, 7-78; Emmerich, “Between Hypertrophy
and Melancholy.”

11 See e.g., Jones’s discussion of Hermann Kant and the writer as functionary.
Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 32-93.

12 Wallace, “Teacher or Partner,” 14.

13 Wallace, “Teacher or Partner,” 16.
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4 3 KNOWLEDGE OF THE STASI IN THE EAST GERMAN LITERARY SPHERE

dox that those celebrated in the West as dissidents were most often
“reform-dedicated Staatsdichter” who offered a “variant of the official
voice,” rather than true opposition to it.!# It is this ambiguous politi-
cal positioning that fuelled the attacks on prominent GDR writers—
particularly Christa Wolf—in the immediate post-Wende period. In the
fierce exchange in the German feuilletons that became known as the
Literaturstreit (literature debate), Wolf was dubbed by Ulrich Greiner
as “die Staatsdichterin der DDR” (state scribe of the GDR). Her liter-
ary account of Stasi surveillance, Was bleibt (What Remains, 1990), was
described by the critic as showing a lack of “Aufrichtigkeit” (decency)
and “Feingefiihl” (sensitivity), considering the extent of repression suff-
ered by more outspoken critics of the state.!®

More recent work suggests that this picture is too simplistic and that
writers across the political spectrum negotiated ambiguous positions and
relationships with those in power. Those ambiguous positions also played
with publicness and secrecy in different ways. For example, as Sara Jones
has shown, where Hermann Kant largely expressed conformity to the
party line in public, he negotiated behind the scenes for the publication
of critical works; Stefan Heym was extremely vocal in his public critique
of the SED, but willing to talk to and negotiate with representatives of
power when the political moment allowed.!® Greiner’s attack on Wolf
also failed to acknowledge how the relationship between an individual
and the state might evolve over time and be subject to ruptures and turn-
ing points. There is a tendency to overstate the latter to the detriment
of gradual change. Nonetheless, moments such as the 1953 uprising in
the GDR, the 1956 Hungarian Revolution, the show trials against the
“Harich Group” in 1957, the 1968 Prague Spring, the 1976 expatria-
tion of Wolf Biermann, and the 1979 expulsion of nine authors from the
Writers Union resonated deeply in the cultural sphere.!” The Biermann
expatriation in particular, and the differential punishment of those who
signed the open letter against the SED’s actions, is seen as a moment of
disillusion for many intellectuals. Wallace states: “it is clear in retrospect
that, in terms of cultural policy at least, November 1976 marks the begin-
ning of a process of disintegration.”18

Indeed, an emerging generation of writers in the last decade of the
GDR viewed the ambiguous positioning of their older counterparts with

14 Bathrick, The Powers of Speech, 11.

15 Greiner, “Mangel an Feingefiihl,” citations on 66 and 70.

16 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism.

17 For a chronological overview see Mittenzwei, Die Intellektuellen. Docu-
mentation of the Bierman Affair and the expulsions from the Writers’” Union
are provided in: Keller and Kirchner, Biermann und kein Ende, Berbig et al., In
Sachen Biermann; Walther et al., Protokoll eines Tribunals.

18 Wallace, “The Politics of Confrontation, 74.
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suspicion and aimed to avoid being similarly imbricated with those in
power by rejecting state structures completely. In contrast to the older
generation of writers, these “Hineingeborenen”!® (those born into
the GDR)—associated most strongly with the artistic “scene” in Berlin
Prenzlauer Berg?"—“never made the conscious decision to build a socialist
state and therefore did not feel obliged to conform to its limitations.”?!
Their relationship with politics and the politics of literature was diverse,
but also distinct from that of the reform socialists described by Bathrick.
As Karen Leeder notes, in the immediate post-Wende period, the writing
of this group “was celebrated for its postmodern aloofness, for refusing
to accept the antagonistic deadlock of collaboration and dissidence, and
for founding an autonomous realm beyond official discourses.”?? Where
critics before them had sought to engage the state, this group had aban-
doned all allegiance to it and to the utopian principles it claimed to repre-
sent.?3 For many, this meant a refusal of politics—including the politics of
opposition—and a focus on language, intertextuality, intermediality, and
artistic play. This focus became in itself a subversive act in the context of
the GDR.2# Others created work that was openly critical of the regime.?
Although some of the key figures in the scene were able to publish offi-
cially on occasion, the majority of work was disseminated outside of offi-
cial structures—in “underground” literary magazines and in unauthorised
readings and performances in unofficial “literary salons.”2%

Most of the figures that form the focus of this book (Kolbe, Wagner,
Maaf, Stotzer, Moog) were associated with the Prenzlauer Berg scene
and/or moved in related underground scenes in other East German cities
such as Erfurt, Dresden, and Magdeburg. Kolbe and Wagner, for instance,
edited one of the most well-known unofficial magazines, Mikado (together
with Lothar Trolle); Maafl was the organiser of one of the most significant
“literary salons” in the Prenzlauer Berg.?” Our focus on this generation
of writers is partly a feature of the passing of time and the availability of
individuals to sit for interviews in 2020 and 2021. The period of the late

19 A term borrowed from an eponymous poem by Kolbe, Hineingeboren.

20 For a critical engagement with this nomenclature, see Brady,
“Prenzlauer Berg.”

21 Cooke and Ploughman, “Introduction.”

22 Leeder, Breaking Boundaries, 5.

23 Leeder, Breaking Boundaries, 6; see also Cosentino and Miiller, “Die
Kunst der Rebellion,” 5.

24 Cosentino and Miiller, “Die Kunst der Rebellion,” 19. See also Berendse,
Grenz-Fallstudien, 20.

25 Cosentino and Miiller, “Die Kunst der Rebellion,” 13.

26  See, for example: Ni Chroidhedin, “Dangerous Creations.”

27 See Kolbe, Trolle and Wagner, Mikado oder Der Kaiser ist nackt,
Bothig, Sprachzeiten.

This title is available under the Open Access license CC BY-NC-ND,
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council/UKRI



6 3 KNOWLEDGE OF THE STASI IN THE EAST GERMAN LITERARY SPHERE

1970s to the 1980s is also of interest because of the changed operational
approach of the Stasi from more open and brutal methods to an emphasis
on “Zersetzung” and infiltrating oppositional groups (as discussed below),
making the question of who knew what about whom even more salient.
This means our findings are principally relevant to this period in the late
GDR. The dynamics of knowledge, trust, and agency would likely have
looked quite different in the 1950s and 1960s.

The common connection with the Prenzlauer Berg also means that
we can view these figures as part of a network. One criticism of the term
“scene” is that it risks eliding the plurality of artistic activity of those
who are identified as being part of this grouping: as Jan Faktor (one
of the key protagonists) stated, “Die Szene war nicht homogen” (the
scene was not homogenous).”® Nonetheless, Philip Brady identifies a
“sense of shared activity” among the poets within the Prenzlauer Berg.?’
Gerrit-Jan Berendse describes these artists as replacing the official collec-
tive with a “selbstgewihlten ingroup” (self-selected ingroup—italics in
original), and “Splittergruppen” (splinter groups) that formed in par-
ticular around the production of the unofficial literary magazines.3? He
identifies familial-like structures and a network that is, however, “fein
zerfasert und teilweise briichig” (finely frayed and partly brittle).3! It
is in part this fragmented network-like structure that allows us to trace
how knowledge—specifically knowledge about the Stasi—was generated
in this unique social context and how that knowledge was circulated and
used to combat state surveillance.

That is not to say that writers outside of the Prenzlauer Berg (or other
underground scenes across the GDR) did not also form professional and
personal networks in which they generated and exchanged information.
It also does not mean that the networks in the Prenzlauer Berg did not
include individuals who are not generally identified with this grouping.
Established authors—notably Volker Braun, Elke Erb, Franz Fithmann,
and Christa and Gerhard Wolf—were connected to the “scene” and
actively supported the authors in it.32 Bettina Wegner established her
career in the 1970s and is not generally considered part of the Prenzlauer
Berg. Nonetheless, she grew up and was active in official and unofficial
cultural life in East Berlin until her departure from the GDR in 1983—
the same can be said for Klaus Schlesinger, who left the GDR in 1980.
Throughout this book we trace connections between different groups of

28 Cited in Brady, “Prenzlauer Berg,” 1.

29 Brady, “Prenzlauer Berg,” 5.

30 Berendse, Grenz-Fallstudien, 20.

31 Berendse, Grenz-Fallstudien, 25.

32 Consentino and Miiller, “Die Kunst der Rebellion,” 16.
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authors, showing also how knowledge gained through experience with the
state and its security services was transmitted across literary “generations.”

Keeping Authors in Check: Censorship and the Stasi

The respect that the SED regime accorded intellectuals in their perceived
role as educators of the masses also underpinned the suspicion with which
they viewed writers and other artists. The state feared that literature’s edu-
cative function might be used against the state and its ideology. Officially,
there was no “censorship” in the GDR; however, there were various mech-
anisms in place to prevent the publication of books deemed undesirable.
Most works required approval before publication by the Hauptverwaltung
Verlage und Buchhandel (Main Office for Publishing and Book Trade) and
some authors were involved in direct negotiation about their texts with
representatives of that office or other leading functionaries. However, there
were multiple other levels to the process of getting a work into print, mak-
ing it a “dynamisches Kriftespiel mit wechselnden Teilnehmern aus allen
Bereichen der Gesellschaft” (a dynamic power play with varying partici-
pants from all parts of society).33 This included negotiations with publish-
ers (who usually knew where the boundaries of the sayable lay), reviewers
whose opinion could be used to both support and sink an unpublished
manuscript, and “post-censorship,” that is the directed reading of a work
in official literary journals after publication. Some have described the most
insidious form of censorship to be self-censorship, that is the decision not
to write about certain topics deemed taboo or to hold back manuscripts,
writing solely “for the drawer.”3* Manfred Jiger goes as far as to state that
all censorship in the GDR was self-censorship as ultimately the author had
to agree to any changes made (albeit often under duress and the threat of
non-publication).3® The system was highly differentiated and authors with
a higher profile (especially those renowned in the West) had more room
for manoeuvre than those who were less well-known.

There was a further layer to this complex and highly bureaucratic
system of censorship: a layer that brings us closer to the main subject
of this book. The Archiv unterdriickter Literatur der DDR (Archive of
Suppressed Literature in the GDR) contains manuscripts that were confis-
cated by the Stasi before they could even be considered for publication. In

33 Barck and Lokatis, Zensurspiele, 8.

34 There are numerous studies of censorship in the GDR. Alongside those
already cited here, that includes: Barck, Langermann, and Lokatis, Jedes Buch ein
Abenteuer; Wichner and Wiesner, Literaturentwicklungsprozesse; Bradley, Coop-
eration and Conflict; Jones, “Writing in Ambiguity.”

35 Jiger, “Das Wechselspiel,” 26.
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8 3 KNOWLEDGE OF THE STASI IN THE EAST GERMAN LITERARY SPHERE

the volume dedicated to these works, Gesperrte Ablage, Joachim Walther
describes the anxiety caused by knowledge of Stasi infiltration into the lit-
erary sphere as functioning “subtil als Selbstzensur, als Denkblockade und
als schwarzer Fleck” (subtly as self-censorship, as a mental block, and as a
black fleck).3¢ Indeed, the belief in the power of the writer made the liter-
ary and cultural spheres an area of significant concern for the MfS. The
Stasi infiltrated these spheres with their complex network of Inoffizielle
Mitarbeiter (informal collaborators, or IMs). As this book makes clear,
knowledge of the existence of informants, or “Spitzel” (snitches) in the
literary sphere was widespread, even if knowledge of the identities of the
informants and the details of their activities was not. The opening of the
files of the MfS in 1992 provided hard proof of their involvement.

Since then, a plethora of publications have examined the infiltration
of literary circles by the Stasi. How exactly did the Stasi interfere? What
impact did they have on the writers? How did the Stasi manage to recruit
IMs from the cultural opposition? What were their methods? Research
since the early nineties has mainly been invested in understanding the
activities of the Stasi, the motivation of those writers who were success-
fully recruited as IMs, and the lived experience of those who were the
subjects of observation. This has included works exploring attempts by
the Stasi to combat dissent through observation, the process of infiltration
and disruption known as “Zersetzung,” and the imprisonment and expul-
sion of oppositional writers.3” One of the earliest studies of the relation-
ship between the Stasi, literature and writers is Walther’s comprehensive
Sicherungsbereich Literatur (1996).3% Walther demonstrates how the MfS
systematically influenced literary life in the GDR, thoroughly examining
the apparatus of the MfS and their methods, including the “unsichtbare
Netz” (invisible network) of IMs.3?

Alongside such studies of the mechanisms of Stasi control, the vic-
tims of the Stasi have been allowed to speak for themselves in a rush of
autobiographical writing after the Wende.*? These works were frequently
an outpouring of rage at the experience of oppression along with detailed

36 Walter, “Angstriume und literarische Gegenwelten,” 32.

37 Notably Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur. See also the collection of
essays and commentary in: Bothig and Michael, MachtSpiele; the special issue
of Text+Kritik edited by Heinz Ludwig Arnold and published under the title
“Feinderklirung: Literatur und Staatssicherheit” in 1993; and the series of special
issues of europdische ideen edited by Andreas W. Mytze published between 1991
and 1996 under the title StasiSachen (1-6).

38 Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur, 16.

39 Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur, 730.

40 For example, the texts collected in Schidlich, Aktenkundiy, Bothig and
Michael, Machtspiele; and the short contributions by victims of the Stasi collected
in the StasiSachen series edited by Mytze.
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FLIPPING THE SCRIPT: SURVEILLANCE, SECRECY, AND REVELATION ¢ 9

descriptions of what those mechanisms of control looked and felt like for
the victims. A particular focus was the experience of betrayal by family,
friends and colleagues who had acted as informants. Often these texts
emerged in the context of the opening of the Stasi files in 1992 and sev-
eral authors reproduced Stasi documents in their writings, showcasing the
inhumanity of both the actions of the secret police and the language that
they used to talk about their victims.*! Writers expressed shock and dis-
may at the extent of Stasi infiltration into their lives, with Stefan Heym
noting that reading the files taught him why he should have been afraid.*?
More recent publications, including by Stotzer, indicate that interest in
this topic amongst eastern German artists may have waned, but has not
disappeared completely in the intervening 30 years.*3

Writers who had acted as informants were less forthcoming in their
personal accounts, especially in the immediate post-Wende period,
although there is a smattering of autobiographical or essayistic writing
from this group.** However, the writer-informants have been the subject
of a substantial body of scholarship. These texts explore the actions, moti-
vations, and role of these individuals within the security apparatus, and
how they influenced literary production in the GDR.#> The Stasi’s infil-
tration of the literary spheres entailed what Alison Lewis has described as
the “Kunst des Verrats” (artistry of betrayal); the existence of informants
created an atmosphere of suspicion and fear in the cultural underground.*6
In the first year or so after unification, it gradually came to light how
severely the Prenzlauer Berg specifically had been infiltrated by Stasi infor-
mants. Protagonists such as Sascha Anderson and Rainer Schedlinski were
revealed to have acted as informants. The revelation in particular that the
“Kronprinz der DDR-Dissidenten” (crown prince of GDR dissidents)*’
Anderson had betrayed his friends and colleagues over a long period was
especially shocking to many and led to a re-evaluation of the oppositional
credentials of the entire scene.*3

41 For example, Kunze, Deckname “Lyrik”; Loest, Der Zorn des Schafes.

42 Heym, Der Winter unsers MifSverniigens, 222.

43 Stotzer, Der lange Arm der Stasi, 166-67.

44 For example, the autobiographies: Anderson, Sascha Anderson; Kant,
Abspann. The StasiSachen volumes edited by Mytze contain a number of short
entries by individuals registered as informants.

45 Notably Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur; Deiritz and Krauss, Verrat
an der Kunst?, Miller, Narratives of Guilt and Compliance, Lewis, Die Kunst des
Verrats, Lewis, A State of Secrecy, Ring, After the Stasi.

46 Lewis, Die Kunst des Vervats.

47  Lewis, Die Kunst des Verrats, 9.

48 As discussed, for example, in: Berendse, Gremz-Fallstudien, 7; Leeder,
Breaking Boundaries, 6; Lewis, Kunst des Vervats, 9-10.
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We thus know a great deal about what the Stasi knew about East
German writers, what they perceived as critical or oppositional activity,
and how they aimed to combat it. There is also extensive research on the
motivation and psychology of the writers recruited as informants and the
ambivalent impact of reading one’s own Stasi files. However, what the
writers knew about the Stasi and how they navigated Stasi secrecy and
surveillance has hardly been addressed. It is these questions that our book
secks to answer.

Knowledge, Secrecy, and Revelation

To do so, we first need to define what we mean by knowledge and secrecy
and how the two might be connected in the context of the GDR literary
sphere. We take a social constructivist view of knowledge:*? that is, we
view knowledge not as something that is simply “out there,” ready to be
acquired by anyone with the right tools. Instead, knowledge is produced
in the context of social relationships and the environment of the would-be
knower. As Mark Harris puts it, “knowing is always bound up in one way
or another with the world: a person does not leave their environment to
know, even when she is dealing with the most abstract of propositions.”>?
Anthropologists, such as Harris, highlight the multiple “ways of know-
ing” that exceed the linguistic and might include emotions and embod-
ied behaviours and skills.?! These “bodies of knowledge are produced in
persons and populations in the context of the social relations that they
sustain.” °2 As Andreas Glaeser puts it, knowledge (or “understanding”)
is “indissolubly social” and “must always be analyzed from within the
interactions with other persons.”3 In this book, we explore how knowl-
edge is produced and shared in different interactional contexts and how
that knowledge underpinned trust (or the lack of it) within them. Glaeser
argues that “the production of knowledge is typically deeply intertwined
with a particular economy of trust”®*: in the GDR—as we will see—
knowledge and trust were also deeply intertwined with agency and the
ability to conduct countersurveillance.

The socially constructed nature of knowledge also means that it is
unevenly distributed in any given society and subject to relations of power.
That is, knowledge goes hand-in-hand with secrecy: “the distribution of

49 Berger and Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality.

50 Harris, “Introduction,” 1. See also Boyer, “Visiting Knowledge in
Anthropology,” 141.

51 Barth, “An Anthropology of Knowledge,” 1.

52 Barth, “An Anthropology of Knowledge,” 1.

53  Glaeser, Political Epistemics, 163.

54 Glaeser, Political Epistemics, 190.
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FLIPPING THE SCRIPT: SURVEILLANCE, SECRECY, AND REVELATION ¢ 11
knowledge creates categories of the knowledgeable and the ignorant.” 5
It is here that the literature on secrecy can help us unpack how knowl-
edge about the Stasi could be constructed and shared—or revealed—in
a society such as the GDR. Different categories of experience created
different forms of (partial) knowledge: informants, those who the Stasi
attempted (and failed) to recruit, and those who were the subjects of
observation were initiated into the secrets of the Stasi to different extents
and with different results. Notably, individuals could occupy more than
one of those positions, as the Stasi frequently observed its informants and
attempted to recruit its victims.

Of particular interest in the context of the GDR literary sphere is the
relationship between secrecy and revelation. The writer, as the supposed
purveyor of Offentlichkeit (publicness) in the GDR,> was viewed with
deep suspicion and fear on the part of the state who therefore sought
to control them through censorship and through intense infiltration and
observation by the Stasi. In both processes, there was a complex inter-
weaving of revealing/concealing. Literature by its nature works with met-
aphor, allusion, allegory and poetic language which both reveals “truths”
and conceals them. The censors sought to unveil coded “truths” in order
to re-conceal them; that is, have them removed from the text before it
was made available for public consumption.

Similarly, through their mechanisms of control, the Stasi attempted
to uncover the “secrets” of the literary intellectuals who they assumed to
be harbouring oppositional intent, and at the same time ensure that these
secrets did not enter public knowledge. The Stasi’s tactics—for example,
the recruitment of literary informants and “open” observation—also
meant that in their efforts to reveal secrets, the Stasi were required to
reveal some of their own. In this way, the literary sphere represents a
potentially very fruitful case study for an exploration of Michael Taussig’s
concept of the “public secret” as an “unstable and uncapturable blend-
ing ... of concealment and revelation.”>” The existence of the Stasi, their
infiltration of the private and public spheres, the use of informants, phone
tapping, and similar measures was known, but not in full and not openly.
This feature of the Stasi as a known-unknown has also been understood
as a crucial element in the power that the agency held over the GDR pop-
ulation. Lutz Rathenow—an oppositional writer who later headed up the
regional office of the Stasi Records Office in Saxony—described the Stasi
as “zombie,” against which the only remedy was a radical opening of the

55 Crick, “Anthropology of Knowledge,” 304.

56 Herminghouse, “Literature as ‘Ersatzoffentlichkeit

57 Taussig, Defacement, 50. Gallinat also describes the Stasi as a kind of “pub-
lic secret.” See Gallinat, “Power and Vulnerability.”
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12 o KNOWLEDGE OF THE STASI IN THE EAST GERMAN LITERARY SPHERE

files. Such a flood of knowledge would, Rathenow argued, destroy the
power of an organisation sustained by its own legend.>8

Indeed, the texts written by literary authors in the immediate post-
Wende period, shortly preceding or following the opening of the Stasi
files, are shot through with discourses of knowing and not knowing. In
the early 1990s, as the Stasi files revealed the extent of the involvement
of the secret police in the GDR literary sphere (and indeed elsewhere),
much of the discourse appeared to centre on what was known by those
accused of functioning as informants and, at the same time, the extent to
which they concealed the secret of their collaboration. Perhaps the most
prominent example is the case of Christa Wolf. Wolf defended her deci-
sion not to reveal her brief spell as informant between 1959 and 1961
with the explanation that she did not know, because she had forgotten
or had not understood the nature of her encounters with officials in that
period. The language she uses with reference to the files is the language of
revelation: the files “aus dem ich erfuhr” (from which I discovered), “das
traf mich vollig unvorbereitet” (I was completely unprepared for that).
At the same time, she asserts that her behaviour was not in fact secret—
“keineswegs geheim” (not at all secret)—or that it was part of a public
secret: she meets with a “Genosse R. ... der hauptamtlicher Mitarbeiter
der Stasi und als “Betreuer” fiir den Mitteldeutschen Verlag eingesetzt
war, was jeder wufite” (Comrade R ... a regular employee of the Stasi
and positioned within the Mitteldeutscher Verlag as “supervisor,” which
everyone knew).>® Hermann Kant—erstwhile informant and head of
the Writers’ Union—pleads a similar case, despite the fact that the Stasi
files (made public by the Spiegel) showed that he had acted as an IM
over more than two decades. He describes himself as “so geheim wie
der Marx-Engels-Platz” (about as secret as Marx-Engels Square), stating
“ich war, was ich war, und es war bekannt” (I was, what I was, and it was
known).%0 Kant works with a complex interweaving of concealment and
revelation: revealing what was already known (the “public secret” of his
semi-official conversations with the Stasi as head of the Union) and yet
concealing his “unofficial” contacts with the MfS.

Such approaches might be (and have been) dismissed as an effort by
these authors to deflect the accusations of complicity being made against
them. However, these responses can hint towards the position of the liter-
ary IMs between knowing and not knowing. The debate around IMs in
the literary sphere in the early 1990s sometimes appeared to be a debate
about terminology: the IMs did not necessarily (or even usually) know
that they were named as such in the files, that the person they were talking

58 Rathenow, “Aktencinsicht als Therapie.”
59 Wolf, “Eine Auskunft.”
60 Kant, “‘Rede’ in Marburg.”
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to was their handler, that they were part of an extensive network, or what
would happen to the information that they shared.®! They were given the
sense of being initiated into a secret, but also excluded from full knowl-
edge of that secret. Graham Jones points out that “secrets produce value
through both the exclusion of outsiders and the inclusion of insiders.”%?
In their retrospective accounts, the literary IMs seem to have occupied a
position between those two poles. For some it was the incorporation into
the “secret society” of the Stasi that held appeal (the fantasy of being an
undercover agent in the Cold War); however, the Stasi handlers gener-
ally concealed the wider context for their activity—or revealed it piece-
meal and strategically. Here we see in practice Simmel’s observation that
the sociological meaning of secrecy can be both external (relationship
between those who have the secret and those who do not) and internal
(the relationship between those who share the secret). In the latter case,
“that relation of exclusion toward the uninitiated exists here also with its
special gradations”:%3 the IMs were both inside and outside.

The moment of recruitment of an IM was a dangerous one for the
Stasi in terms of the risk of revelation of knowledge about the MfS.6%
Lutz Rathenow claims “jeder Oppositionelle in der DDR wurde einmal
angeworben” (every oppositional actor was courted by the Stasi at some
point).%> As we will see, this included several of the case studies in this
book (Kolbe, Moog, Schlesinger, Wagner). After the Wende, writers often
presented this experience as evidence that being recruited was not inevi-
table and could be resisted, or (more generously) recognition that it was
casy to be sucked into the system of informing through fear. Nonetheless,
reading these accounts through the lens of secrecy can provide hints
that knowledge about the Stasi was both gained and deployed in these
moments of contact.

In most cases, the officers are described as revealing themselves: that
is, they presented themselves as who they were. However, they attempted
to conceal the real intent behind their visit—writers, especially critical writ-
ers, were viewed as particularly “sensitive” and were not therefore to be
confronted directly with a request to collaborate.¢ A common Legende
(or cover story) used by the MfS was that of “protection.” For exam-
ple, as we will see in chapter 1, the officer attempting to recruit Wagner

61 See Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur, 480; Jones, Complicity, Censorship
and Criticism, 44—45.

62 Jones, “Secrecy,” 54.

63 Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy and of Secret Societies,” 470.

64 Something that the Stasi were aware of. See Walther, Sicherungsbereich
Literatur, 477.

65 Rathenow, “Aktencinsicht als Therapie,” 93.

66 Walther, Sicherungsbereich Literatur, 474-75 for a discussion of the
“Besonderheiten ‘literarischer’ IM” (peculiarities of literary informants).
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claimed that they intended to protect the critical writer against attempts
by Western forces to use him in a “Provokation” (provocation) during his
planned visit to West Berlin.®” What is interesting in our context is that
these accounts suggest that even at the time, the deception was at least
in part recognised. Wagner throws the Stasi officers out and “trotz des
Schweigegebots” (despite being sworn to secrecy) speaks with friends, at
which point it occurs to him that this was an attempted recruitment.%8
Wagner thereby hints that it was knowledge dispersed within his networks
that helped him to defend himself against the Stasi’s efforts and that it
is the relationship of trust with his friends that allows him to gain that
knowledge—an aspect that will be explored in more detail in chapter 2. It
is also interesting to note that Wagner—in his account—did not conceal
his plan to speak about their visit from the Stasi officers. Openness and
revelation are used here as a weapon against the power of the secret: a tac-
tic that we will see throughout the course of this book and which we focus
on in detail in chapter 3.

Rathenow recalls that the Stasi deliberately circulated false informa-
tion about who was an informant within oppositional groups and indi-
cates that the networks in which he was involved were aware of these
tactics at the time. Here again we see a complex interplay between rev-
elation (the Stasi “reveal” the “public secret” that there are informants)
and concealment (they lie about the identity of those informants, that is,
the “true secret”).%? This environment of half information, (mis)infor-
mation, gossip and rumour might have been protective as it resulted in
caution based on fragmented knowledge; however, it also produced, in
Rathenow’s words “Neurotiker” (neurotics).”® As we will see in chapter
1, it also fostered the use of (unreliable) heuristic knowledge or “rules of
thumb” to identify informants. Such knowledge fomented distrust and
was often wrong; however, it also made possible the formation of trust
in a “low-trust” society, trust that, as chapter 2 shows, was crucial for the
dissemination of knowledge.

The infiltration of the literary sphere by IMs was thus a known
unknown—the subject of rumour, gossip, and allusion. It is also clear
from post-Wende accounts that this information was passed on. Ernst-
Pieter Wieckenberg, an erstwhile West German publisher who dealt fre-
quently with GDR authors, writes in an article entitled “Wir wufiten sehr

67 Wagner, “Stasi-Gift,” 8. We see something similar in the attempted recruit-
ment of, for example, Uwe Kolbe (see Kolbe, Die Situation, 9) and Giinter de
Bruyn (de Bruyn, Vierzig Jahre, 190-202.)

68 Wagner, “Stasi-Gift,” 8.

69 We are aware that Taussig disputes that true secrecy is possible; however,
this is a useful term to understand different levels of secrecy at play.

70 Rathenow, “Aktencinsicht als Therapie,” 94.
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viel...” (We Knew a Great Deal...): “wer als Geschiftspartner von DDR-
Firmen nicht wufite, daff es in jeder von ihnen ein paar Stasi-Vertreter
gab, der hatte entweder kein Gehor fiir die mehr oder weniger versteck-
ten Warnungen einiger Kollegen in der DDR, oder er wollte, aus welchen
Griinden auch immer, die Wirklichkeit nicht wahrnehmen” (any business
partner of a GDR company who did not know that in every firm there
were a few Stasi representatives either could not hear the more or less
hidden warnings of some colleagues in the GDR, or he did not want—for
whatever reason—to recognise reality).”!

The targets of the Stasi’s observations also recount the experience
of “open observation” in which the Stasi revealed its methods in order
(presumably) to promote fear: an interweaving of revelation (“we are
watching you”) with concealment (“you don’t know why”). Stefan Heym
describes in his pre-Wende autobiography (published in the West in 1988)
the methods of “open observation”: parking directly in front of the tar-
get’s house, following him at a conspicuously short distance. Heym’s reac-
tion—in this account—was to bring those observing him coffee.”? This is
a striking example of agency. Such a response would indeed be an effec-
tive antidote to the power of the secret: by acknowledging their presence,
Heym effectively speaks out loud the public secret that dissidents are the
targets of secret police intimidation.

These responses stand in contrast to the intentions of the Stasi to
intimidate and to the response of others who were subject to open obser-
vation. Notably, Christa Wolf’s Was blesbt (first published in 1990 but
written in 1979) recounts the fear experienced by a critical writer of Wolf’s
generation who must live with the Stasi stationed outside her house and
following her every move. As described above, Wolf’s text caused con-
troversy on its publication, in part because of its delayed appearance. In
effect, Wolf was criticised for concealing the public secret of Stasi observa-
tion, suggesting that (for some at least) it was viewed as her role to reveal
it. Indeed, the motif of the secret police is present in several works by
established GDR authors, including texts by Heym and Wolf. However,
as we will discuss in detail in chapter 4, here too we see a complex inter-
play between revealing and concealing. The secret police is revealed in the
text, but often concealed through the use of literary devices such as myth
(e.g., Wolt’s Kassandra (Cassandra), 1983) or resetting in a different time
(Heym’s Der Kinig David Bericht ('The King David Report), 1972). Texts
that were more explicit in their representation could not be published in
the GDR (e.g., Heym’s Collin, 1979 and Abasver (published in English
translation under the title The Wandering Jew, 1981), but were published

71 Wieckenberg, “Wir wuflten sehr viel...,” 98.
72 Heym, Nachruf, 806.

This title is available under the Open Access license CC BY-NC-ND,
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council/UKRI



16 o KNOWLEDGE OF THE STASI IN THE EAST GERMAN LITERARY SPHERE

in West Germany, weaving in another level of revelation and concealment
as the works were smuggled back and consumed in the East.

Writing shortly after the Wende, Rathenow (1990) acknowledges
that this was the power of the writer and the reason that they were feared
by the SED and Stasi: “sie [the Stasi officers] hatten immer Angst ...
vor jeder versuchten Offentlichmachung der Machtmechanismen” (they
(the Stasi officers) were always afraid ... of any attempt to reveal the
mechanisms of power).”3 Indeed, the particular function of literature as
Offentlichkeit means that the literary sphere is a unique site for the study
of the public secret. Literary authors produced and circulated knowledge
about the Stasi and methods of resistance within their networks; that is,
using the tools of gossip, rumour and veiled language that we may find
is common to the other groups in the GDR. However, their role as criti-
cal intellectuals also entailed “speaking truth to power,” that is, speaking
out loud the public secret of the Stasi in their literature. The Stasi, along
with those involved in the censorship mechanisms in the GDR, antici-
pated this and attempted to prevent it. That Offentlichkeit was expected
of literary authors in their relationship to power—at least on the part of
observers in the West—is seen in the reception histories of critical texts
and, perhaps most tellingly, in the fierce criticism of GDR authors after
the collapse of the GDR. Taussig argues that being a “purveyor of pub-
lic secrecy”—in this context, keeping to yourself your knowledge of the
authoritarian regime and the activities of its secret police—implicates you
in the political system in the same way that corruption does.”* This is
akin to the accusation levied against critical intellectuals in the immediate
post-Wende period that they sustained the dictatorial regime by being
not quite open enough.

Methodology

In this book, we combine three overlapping research methods and cor-
responding types of empirical source, which are interwoven throughout
the four substantive chapters of the book. In addition to analysing origi-
nal, qualitative interviews conducted with individuals who had direct
experience of literary production in the GDR, we draw on extensive
archival material gathered from the Stasi-Unterlagen-Archiv (Stasi
Records Archive, now integrated into the Federal Archive), as well as
the lesser-known Archiv unterdriickter Literatur in der DDR (Archive
of Suppressed Literature in the GDR), which is housed in the collec-
tions of the Bundesstiftung zur Aufarbeitung der SED-Diktatur (Federal
Foundation for the Study of the Communist Dictatorship in Germany).

73 Rathenow, “Akteneinsicht als Therapie.”
74 Taussig, Defacement, 71.
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We also undertake close readings of published and unpublished literary
works, which deal variously with real or fictionalised encounters with the
Stasi. Our approach to all materials consulted in this study can be termed
“post-positivist.””> While these different sets of sources each raise dis-
tinct methodological questions, there are also some commonalities in
the critical approaches they demand. With the exception of literary fic-
tion (our approach to which we detail in chapter 4), they all make a
claim to referentiality outside of the text and invite the kinds of criti-
cal analysis applied to (auto-)biographical writing, which must always
take into account “the question of perspective, subjectivity, selection
and language.””® Our study brings together and compares this range
of material not in order to pass judgement on which of these accounts
is “more reliable or valuable,” as Sara Jones has noted, but to explore
possible tensions or even convergences between these different texts in
order to produce a nuanced understanding of knowledge production
and circulation in the GDR literary sphere.

Interviews

Between October 2020 and August 2021, Tara Talwar Windsor con-
ducted six loosely structured interviews, each lasting approximately two
hours, with the writers Uwe Kolbe, Ekkehard Maafl, Christa Moog,
Gabriele Stotzer, Bernd Wagner, and Bettina Wegner. Given our main
interest in their roles as (semi-)public figures and the considerable avail-
ability—albeit to varying degrees—of existing accounts about their lives
and works in the public domain, we decided against conducting full life-
story interviews, which are often used as the basis of full oral histories or
anthropological studies. Nonetheless, our approach to these interviews
adopted and adapted methods from oral history, the history of everyday
life, and narrative inquiry. In particular, we were interested in the inter-
viewees’ recollections and narration of “critical events””” which provided
or transformed their knowledge about the MfS and its tactics, and how
they responded to such events. The aim of these conversations, then,
was not to seek a singular notion of “truth” about the Stasi, or to test
our interviewees’ knowledge for accuracy, but to gain an understanding
of what (and how) the interviewees recalled knowing—no matter how
unstable that knowledge might have been—and to understand the forms
of agency that emerged from that knowledge.

To this end, our interviews began with broad questions that enabled
the participants to narrate their experiences in the GDR literary sphere, in

75 Saupe and Roche, “Testimonies in Historiography and Oral History,” 75.
76 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 29.
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general, and their encounters with the MfS, in particular. These general
questions were followed by more specific questions tailored to the par-
ticular interviewee, framed in the light of readings of their literary texts
and related archival materials, and building on aspects arising from their
responses to earlier questions during the conversation. As the historian
Penny Summerfield has written, “[o]ral history is dialogic”:

Even though oral historians typically take a schedule of questions to
an interview, they ask follow-up questions and prompt their inter-
viewees to elaborate and explain what they mean. ... The interest
of the interviewer in a particular subject, about which they know
something and want to find out more, is constantly modified by the
preoccupations of the interviewee with aspects of the past that are
unknown to the interviewer. The dialogue can facilitate discoveries
on both sides.”®

In response to our invitations to participate in this research project, our
interviewees often expressed initial uncertainty about whether there was
anything new to contribute to a topic (“literature and the Stasi”) which
they considered well-worn and long-buried—not least after the heated
public debates of the immediate post-Wende years, and precisely because
they had already given oral and written accounts of their experiences of
the GDR and their encounters with their Stasi files. In the course of the
conversations, however, it became clear that many of our questions were
new to them, and that asking these questions generated new knowledge
about knowledge (and systems of knowledge) in the GDR—as well as
about secrecy, revelation, trust, and agency—with the potential to reframe
their (hi)stories as GDR writers.

The schedule of questions underpinning our interviews revolved
around the following: having been asked to reflect on what it was like to
be a writer or artist in the GDR, interviewees were invited to recall what
it was possible to know about the Stasi within the literary sphere, how
that knowledge was acquired, and whether and how that knowledge was
passed on. This entailed exploring the kinds of formal or informal literary
networks they were part of, including (where relevant) the role their con-
tacts in the West may have played in their acquisition and transmission of
knowledge about the MfS. In doing this, our interviewees were encour-
aged to think and speak about the strategies they developed—whether
individually or collectively—for dealing with the Stasi, as well as the kinds
of rumours and gossip they heard and passed on about the Stasi and sus-
pected informants, when, and in what contexts. Interviewees were also
asked about their recollections of particular moments of contact with Stasi

78 Summerfield, “Oral History as an Autobiographical Practice,” 3.
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representatives or with colleagues and acquaintances who were suspected
of collaborating with the Stasi and how those moments transformed their
knowledge. In this context, questions about the circumstances or charac-
teristics that aroused suspicion or what made certain people seem more
or less trustworthy were addressed. Interestingly, the interviewees often
found it easier to explain what made someone seem suspicious (whether
that suspicion turned out to be justified or not) than to specify why they
trusted some people over others.

Our reading of the interviews proceeds with an awareness of
the vagaries of memory and retrospective accounts. Much work has
been conducted and published on the ways in which individual mem-
ories are shaped by wider social, cultural, and political frameworks. As
Summerfield writes, “[s]cholars argue that memory interacts with sub-
sequent experience, and with ideological and cultural representations of
both the present and past, so that accounts of the past are never pure
recall of life as it was.””? Building on the work of historians Graham
Dawson, Alistair Thompson, and others, Summerfield refers to the
mediated character of personal recollections as the “cultural circuit.”
According to this, “individual life stories are picked up, developed and
portrayed in a generalised form in public media constitutive of popular
culture, such as films, television, fiction, and newspaper articles” so that
the “meaning of experiences of, for example, the Second World War [the
focus of Summerfield’s own research] becomes crystallised in popular
and general accounts ... Individuals narrating their own accounts sub-
sequently use elements of this generalised form in recalling their per-
sonal part in that war, and indeed find it difficult to speak outside it.”80
In her work on the media, testimony, and memories of the Stasi, Jones
shows that scholars working from “diverse disciplinary and/or theo-
retical perspectives ... agree that social conventions structure how (and
indeed what) individuals remember and that a significant aspect of these
conventions is the medium in which personal memories are presented.
Moreover, the form that memory takes is influenced by previous media-
tions and, in particular, their narrative structures, which, in turn, draw
from culturally accepted patterns of remembrance.”8!

Previous writings and interventions by the very figures we focus on
in this book have contributed—undoubtedly quite consciously and delib-
erately—to the public framing of the GDR. But the influence of cultural

79  Summerfield, “Oral History as an Autobiographical Practice,” 5.

80 Summerfield, “Oral History as an Autobiographical Practice,” 6. On the
“cultural circuit,” see also Abrams, Oral History Theory, 59, 68-70; Saupe and
Roche, “Testimonies in Historiography and Oral History,” 76.

81 Jones, The Media of Testimony, 33. See also Wesser, “Das Erinnern an
die Staatssicherheit.”
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and medial circuits also applies to our interviewees’ own narration of
their memories of life in the GDR literary sphere, and more specifically
their recollections of what it was possible to know about the Stasi, dur-
ing our conversations. They are both producers and recipients of cultural
narratives of the past (and present). In some cases, they made direct ref-
erence to works published by their colleagues before and after the end
of the GDR. Kolbe, for example, referred to Gabriele Stotzer’s Die bro-
cklende Festuny (The Crumbling Fortress) and more generally to writ-
ings by Wolfgang Hilbig, as well as documentary publications such as
Erich Loest’s Der Vierte Zensor (The Fourth Censor) and Reiner Kunze’s
Deckname “Lyrik” (Codename “Poetry”). Perhaps most tellingly, Kolbe
mentioned explicitly that he had been rereading Jiirgen Fuchs’s novel
Muaygdalenn, which was published in 1998 and combines narrative fiction
with documentary evidence from the Stasi files.3? Kolbe was clear that
he considers this to be “ein sehr aufklirerisches Buch” (a very enlighten-
ing book), yet he also reflected openly on its emotional impact and how
this, in turn, left its mark on his contributions to our interview (especially
on comments he made about the Stasi’s treatment of prisoners and the
ubiquity and insidiousness of the regime’s bureaucratic language): “Da
kommt auch eine Menge Zorn heraus, und tibertrigt sich” (a whole lot
of anger seeps out of it, and gets transferred).83 Even where this kind of
reflexiveness is not explicit in the interviews, our critical analysis of the
transcripts takes into account the creation of these narratives as part of
what Lynn Abrams terms a “three-way dialogue: the respondent with him
or herself, between the interviewer and the respondent and the cultural
discourses of the present and the past.”84 At the same time, we acknowl-
edge the interviewees’ own agency and potential for “critical subjectiv-
ity,” which is never “wholly constrained by dominant discourses.”8?
Crucial in this respect is also their own consultation of files from
the Stasi Records Archive. Like cultural depictions, the files them-
selves—as well as public discussions about them—present certain kinds
of narrative structure, which influence how individuals make sense of
their own past.8¢ As Barbara Miller suggests, “individuals may begin to
re-remember the past on the basis of the information which has been
recorded in the files. This is not only the case for the area of interper-
sonal personal relationships but also for past behaviour.”8” In the con-
text of our study, knowledge acquired in the process of reading their

82 On Magdalena as “hybrid” genre, see Lewis, “Reading and Writing the
Stasi File,” 383. See also Costabile-Heming, “Jiirgen Fuchs.”

83 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.

84 Abrams, Oral History Theory, 59.

85 Abrams, Oral History Theory, 70.

86 See Wesser, “Das Erinnern an die Staatssicherheit.”

87 Miller, “Wiederaneignung der eigenen Biographie,” 372.
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own files inevitably colours their recollections of what our interviewees
knew before. Indeed, the interviewees often raised the topic of viewing
their files or referred to things that they had read in them through-
out our conversations without direct prompting. Bernd Wagner spoke
openly, for example, of being summoned to speak with the head of the
Aufbau publishing house after he (Wagner) had signed a protest let-
ter against Biermann’s expatriation, but noted that his own memories
of the encounter were vague: “ich selber habe kaum Erinnerungen an
das Gesprich, ich kann mich auch fast nur auf die Akten da beziehen,
ne?” (I myself can scarcely remember the conversation, I am almost
completely reliant on the files for that, right?).88 In this particular case,
Wagner was baftled to discover the publisher—Fritz-Georg Voigt, alias
“IM Kant” whom he did not name explicitly in the interview—had
informed the MfS that Wagner had been blackmailed into signing the
protest, something which Wagner rejects as “vollig aberwitzig” (com-
pletely absurd).8? To open further reflection on the impact of the files,
a final point on our interview schedule was to invite interviewees to dis-
cuss their experiences and reactions having consulted their own files in
the Stasi archive, how this affected their understandings of the Stasi and
transformed the knowledge they possessed before, and how their ability
to articulate what they know or knew about the Stasi may have changed
over time, especially since the end of the GDR. We reflect on this fur-
ther in the Conclusion.

The Files

The use of Stasi files for historical research has generated considerable
academic debate and public controversy. Although they were willing
to grant us permission to consult their files, several of our interviewees
voiced scepticism about the files and warned us to exercise caution
when dealing with their contents, echoing critical or at least ambivalent
comments often levied with regard to the reliability of documents that
emerged in the ideological context of the socialist state’s surveillance of

88 Interview with Bernd Wagner, October 20, 2020.

89 Interview with Bernd Wagner, October 20, 2020. In his recent book of
reflective notes, Wagner also suggests that reading the files led him to momentarily
question his own recollections of this episode: “Ich versuchte mich vergeblich, an
den Wortlaut unseres Gesprichs zu erinnern. War ich tatsichlich ein solcher Oppor-
tunist gewesen, dass ich mich als vom [Jurek] Becker erpresst dargestellt hatte? Das
ergab doch tiberhaupt keinen Sinn ... Von alledem findet nichts in meinen Notizen
einen Niederschlag” (I tried in vain to recall the exact words of our conversation.
Had T really been such an opportunist that I had portrayed myself as being black-
mailed by [Jurek] Becker? That made no sense at all ... There’s nothing about any
of this in my notes): Wagner, Verlassene Werke, 44.
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its population.”? However, many historians and literary scholars have
argued in favour of the historical usefulness of these records, which must,
like any form of historical document, be contextualised and analysed criti-
cally, with an awareness of the “referentiality of these texts” and the fact
that “events are filtered through the lens of ideology, pressure to report
success, and a particular vocabulary, that is, they are reported from a par-
ticular perspective, but the text still refers to past events external to it.”!
With particular reference to files relating to GDR writers, Lewis claimed
that by the early 2000s, the files had “proven to be one of the most useful
tools in rewriting the literary history of the GDR, especially with respect
to reassessing the relationship of writers to the state.””?

According to Lewis, the Stasi files are: “especially good at captur-
ing the surface minutiae of everyday life, often in excruciating, hyper-
realistic detail. Reading the files, however, we soon discover that in this
context, no amount of detail is redundant or superfluous, since any
snippet of information can reveal itself later to be an important piece of
intelligence.”®3 Paying close attention to this fine-grained detail is an
important facet of our approach to reading the files to understand not
how “snippets of information” were used as incriminating intelligence,
but to explore patterns of revelation, secrecy, and knowledge transmission
about the Stasi itself within the literary scene. Of course, there is always
the possibility that documents from the files—especially IM reports—
contain “errors of detail,” but there is little evidence of entirely fictional
reports;’* there can be little doubt that the meetings from which they
emerge or the occurrences that they refer to did in fact take place, even if
accounts and interpretations of those moments differ. Moreover, discrep-
ancies between accounts contained in the Stasi files and written or oral
accounts from our writers and/or their acquaintances are, in fact, pro-
ductive for our analysis of the kinds of unstable knowledge that circulated
in the literary sphere, as demonstrated in our discussion of Stasi reports
on short stories by Christa Moog and Bernd Wagner in chapters 2 and 4.

Our research in the Stasi archive focused primarily on the observa-
tion reports contained in the extensive IM files of the notorious poet
and informant Sascha Anderson, and on the Operative Personenkontrollen
(OPK, operative personal surveillance) and Operative Vorginge (OV,
operative procedures) that were opened to monitor oppositional writ-
ers such as Uwe Kolbe (OV “Poet”), Ekkehard Maaffl (OV “Keller”),

90 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 22-25. See also Wilke and
Kubina, “Von der Aussagekraft der Akten.”

91 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 23.

92 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File,” 379.

93 Lewis, “The Secret Lives and Files of Stasi Collaborators,” 28.

94 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 25 (note 91).
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Christa Moog (OV “Dichter”), Gabriele Kachold-Stétzer (OV “Kapitin”
and OV “Toxin”), and Bettina Wegner and Klaus Schlesinger (OV
“Schreiberling”). In the case of Bernd Wagner, the only one of our inter-
viewees who was not the focus of an OPK or OV, we were given access to
another category of personal file—an Allgemeine Personenablage (general
personal dossier).?®> We also consulted files that contain documents relat-
ing to these writers and their literary works, including underground pub-
lications such as Mikado and, for wider context, (partial) files on Franz
Fithmann, Stefan Heym, and Christa Wolf.

Although we draw on both “perpetrator” (or “collaborator”) and
“victim” files from the Stasi Records Archive, our interest lies not so
much in exploring such dichotomies of collaboration and persecution but
in different types of knowledge transmission across and within these cate-
gories. Through close, detailed readings of these various files, we seek
evidence and accounts relating to different types or moments of contact
with the MIS that came about in the process of recruitment and activ-
ity as informants; through attempted, but unsuccessful, recruitment as
informants; in the course of the Stasi’s observation, whether open or
covert, of writers deemed oppositional; and in cases when writers were
arrested and/or brought in for pre-emptive questioning and interroga-
tion (Zufiithrung). For each of these overlapping categories or perspec-
tives, we are interested in what was revealed or concealed to the writers in
question about the MfS (and how) and what tactics those writers devel-
oped for dealing with the knowledge they acquired about the Stasi and
related institutions in such instances. We also read the files for indications
of interactions and discussions amongst writers and their circles of friends
and acquaintances when knowledge about the MfS or the topic of “state
security” more broadly was exchanged and passed on. In doing this, we
look not only for dramatic moments of revelation, Dekonspiration (public
outing or exposure of informants, often voluntary), and confrontational
accusations, but also read the files “against the grain”® for more subtle
patterns of behaviour, traces of suspicion, and the circulation of rumours.
Through these readings, we aimed to reconstruct communities and prac-
tices of knowledge transmission and, where possible, consider develop-
ments in knowledge over time.

In the preface to his collection of essays, History and Criticism,
Dominick LaCapra argues that “all forms of historiography might ben-
efit from modes of critical reading premised on the conviction that docu-
ments are texts that supplement or rework “reality” and not mere sources

95 On the various categories of MIS files, see Walther, Sicherungsbereich
Literatur.
96 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Szasi File,” 394.
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that divulge facts about ‘reality.””®” Drawing on this in her discussion of
reading the Stasi files, Lewis suggests that “all historical documents—
even police reports—ought to be read not simply as sources for facts,
but as texts that “supplement or rework ‘reality.”” As such police reports
“can benefit, like literature, from ‘modes of critical reading.””?® Lewis,
Jones, and other scholars such as Annie Ring have developed approaches
to reading the Stasi files as a “genre” of life story, which has often been
incorporated into—and can be productively read in conjunction with—
other (hybrid) forms of life writing about the GDR, especially literary
biography and autobiography.”® Such approaches often take their cue
from writers’ own responses to reading their files: Schlesinger, for exam-
ple, compared the experience to reading a novel, in which he was the
main protagonist. Specifically, for Schlesinger, the file read like a work of
European modernism, “in which the characters emerge without subjec-
tive consciousness ... and the protagonists are constructed entirely by
factors and persons external to themselves.”100

In the case of the Stasi’s victims, Lewis suggests that “the files can be
read as a form of hostile, unauthorised biography” written by Stasi officers
and/or informants about “dissident subjects and real or imagined enemies
of the state.”1%! In its original context, the Stasi’s documentation of its
surveillance in these files functioned as a written “technology of power”
(in a Foucauldian sense) and, according to Lewis, “is witness to the state’s
desire for total control as well as a participant in its means of achieving
this.”192 Ring, meanwhile, suggests that the Stasi’s “increasingly detailed
archive ... [was] akin in scale and ambition to the ‘totalizing assemblage’
that in Derrida’s description is put together in order to achieve complete
knowledge of the objects in the archive” and notes that “[t]he Stasi files
did not only hold a thorough record of existing behaviours; they also had
a role in authoring the lives contained within them, and thus produc-
ing what Foucault termed a ‘reality equivalent to fiction.””103 According
to Ring, “[the Stasi’s notorious Zersetzungsmafinahmen”—which she
translates in this context specifically as “measures for breaking down the
subject”—“were crucial to this authoring project.”1%* Removed from

97 LaCapra, History and Criticism, 11. Our emphasis.

98 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File,” 383. Our emphasis.

99 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File”; Jones, “Conlflicting Evi-
dence”; Jones, ““Ein reines Phantasieprodukt’”; Jones, “Wie man ‘das Gruseln’
lernt”; Ring, “Collaboration as Collapse”; Ring, After the Stasi.

100 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File,” 385; Ring, After the Stasi,
141. Schlesinger, “Macht, Literatur, Sicherheit,” 30.

101 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File,” 383.

102 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File,” 388.

103 Ring, After the Stasi, 141.

104 Ring, After the Stasi, 141.
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the context in which they were originally written, however, these files can
be reread not as they were “intended to be read”!%% but in ways which
interrogate and potentially challenge the “authorial quality of the Stasi’s
procedures.”1%6 By flipping the script in our own study—by reading the
files, in conjunction with other sources, for traces of (intuitive) knowledge,
trust, and resistance—our approach illustrates that these hostile, unautho-
rised biographies can ultimately be seen to afford the protagonists of these
(hi)stories agency in a manner that was never intended by the authors of
the files (without trivialising the impact of those hostile attempts at total
control and complete knowledge on individuals’ lives).

Published Sources

The (arguably) literary qualities of the files and their relationship with
other forms of literary life writing brings us to the final set of sources
examined in this study; namely, published and unpublished works of fic-
tion and non-fiction, written before and after the opening of the files,
that depict and/or discuss encounters with the MfS. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, and as noted above, the Stasi was particularly “prominent in the
wave of autobiographical accounts focusing on the literary sphere that
appeared after unification.”19” Indeed, “[a]utobiographical writing ...
was one of the most common ways in which victims and informants alike
sought to mediate their memories for a wider audience,” seeking vari-
ously to “set the record straight or simply to explain what intellectual life
was like in the GDR,” and contributing in the process to “heated politi-
cal debates about the nature of intellectual involvement with power.”108

In the first three chapters, we draw on essays and autobiographical
accounts, applying the same critical awareness of context, perspective,
and narrative technique discussed thus far in relation to the interviews
and archival documents. Our analysis of these writings asks similar ques-
tions about authors’ recollections of knowledge acquired and circulated
following different moments of contact with the Stasi and interactions
with colleagues, friends, and family, mindful of their entanglement in the
“cultural circuit” of memories of the GDR, as well as the fact that such
autobiographical texts are “presentation[s] of the self that the creator
imagines him or herself to be or would like to be perceived as being,
or indeed both.”1% In doing this, we also take into account the often
hybrid nature of autobiographical writings, including their intertextual

105 Lewis, “Reading and Writing the Stasi File,” 394.
106 Ring, After the Stasi, 131.

107 Jones, The Media of Testimony, 47 .

108 Jones, The Medin of Testimony, 47 .

109 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 28.
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relationship with other forms of life-writing and ego-documents, as well
as the direct or indirect integration of materials from the Stasi files them-
selves. The transformative experience of consulting their own files and the
resulting tensions between archived documentation and personal memo-
ries (consolidated in written form) offer fruitful points of analysis when
it comes to understanding different types of knowledge about the Stasi
and changes in that knowledge over time.!1? Our approach demonstrates,
moreover, that “[t]he narration of personal experience and the selection
this involves promise to be particularly useful” not only in the “study of
ambiguity and ambivalence in this experience,”!!! but also in the study
of perceived and real agency when it came to these authors’ navigation of
the “public secret” of the Stasi. As Ring points out with particular refer-
ence to the writer Wolfgang Hilbig, “it is in his most autobiographical
works, works that deal with some of the worst aspects of Stasi victimiza-
tion, that the flaws of the Stasi’s project begin to emerge.”!12

While our focus in chapters 1 to 3 is primarily on non-fiction writ-
ings, we also refer, where relevant, to works of fiction with strong autobio-
graphical traits. Our purpose here is not to read such works positivistically,
but rather—building on uses of literature in the historiography of everyday
life—to consider them to be “an expression of the author’s relationship
to society, and a source that offers promise of ambiguity and multiplicity
of meanings,” which can contribute further insights into the complexity
of interactions with and knowledge relating to the Stasi.!!3 In this sense,
we also build on Lewis’s suggestion (which draws, in turn, on Felski) that
both the files and much literature “present a type of ‘social phenomenol-
ogy’ of life under communism.”!!* In chapter 4, we turn specifically to
literary fiction as a “medium of knowledge”!!5 based on “standards of
representation”!16 in a range of literary depictions that can be placed at
different points on a spectrum of revelation and concealment, both in
terms of the literary techniques and devices they employ and the context
of their publication and/or circulation. In doing this, we consider various
paths that such texts took to reach different audiences, including canon-
ical works and those written for the drawer, as well as underground or
samizdat periodicals and others that were entirely suppressed and remain

110 See, for example, Jones, “Wie man ‘das Gruseln’ lernt” on Stefan Heym’s
pre- and post-Wende accounts.

111 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 28.

112 Ring, After the Stasi, 131.

113 Jones, Complicity, Censorship and Criticism, 29-30.

114 Lewis, “The Secret Lives and Files of Stasi Collaborators,” 30.

115 Barth, “An Anthropology of Knowledge,” 3.

116 Gibson, Fiction and the Weave of Life, 70-7 3.
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relatively unknown, some of which are now deposited in the Archiv unter-
driickter Literatur in der DDR.117

Introducing the Case Studies

The individuals at the centre of our study have been selected for our
rescarch to represent a range of experiences, levels of recognition, and
roles in literary production. To differing degrees and in different but
overlapping contexts, these individuals engaged in critical or oppositional
cultural production, in some cases quite openly, in other cases through
more covert underground or samizdat activities. They have all written or
spoken publicly about their experiences in the GDR literary and cultural
scene, including their encounters with the Stasi, with whom they had
direct contact through attempted recruitment, open observation, interro-
gation, or even imprisonment. While they each had distinct experiences,
they were also part of intersecting networks, which often crossed the
inner-German border, allowing us to build a picture of how knowledge
about the Stasi was produced and circulated within them.

The singer-songwriter and poet Bettina Wegner (b. 1947) was a
prominent critic of the party and state in the GDR cultural scene, both
independently in her own artistic work and alongside the writer Klaus
Schlesinger (1937-2001), to whom she was married from 1970 to 1982.
Before her marriage to Schlesinger, Wegner had a brief relationship with
the regime-critical poet, Thomas Brasch. Wegner’s clashes with the state
and experiences with the MfS began in earnest when she was arrested at
the age of 20 and subjected to Stasi interrogation for distributing pam-
phlets that criticised Soviet intervention and the GDR’s involvement in
suppressing the Prague Spring in 1968 (Brasch had also been arrested
the previous day for the same activity). As a result, she lost her place
at acting school and was convicted of “staatsfeindliche Hetze” (agita-
tion hostile to the state) receiving a suspended prison sentence of one
year and seven months.!'® In the mid-1970s, Wegner and Schlesinger
organised two series of musical and literary performances, “Eintopp” (or
“Eintopt,” Stewpot) in the Berliner Haus der Jungen Talente (House of
Young Talent) and “Kramladen” (Junk Shop) in Berlin Weissensee, both
of which were monitored by the Stasi and eventually banned. The Stasi
pursued both Wegner and Schlesinger as “feindlich-negative Personen”
(hostile-negative individuals), often treating them differently, and actively

117 On the Archiv unterdriickter Literatur in der DDR see Buchholz, “The
Archive of Oppressed Literature”; Geipel and Walther, Gesperrte Ablage.

118 Bundeszentrale fiir politische Bildung and Robert-Havemann-Gesellschaft,
“Bettina Wegner.”
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intervening in their marriage with tactics of “Zersetzung.”!1? Wegner’s
public concerts were increasingly curtailed in the aftermath of the
Biermann affair and her own involvement in those subsequent protests,
forcing her to rely on covert advertising strategies and word of mouth
to circumvent the state’s restrictions. After her breakthrough in West
Germany in 1978, she was able to travel across the inner-German bor-
der to perform. While Schlesinger left the GDR for West Berlin in 1980,
Wegner remained in East Berlin until 1983, reluctantly opting to leave
when the state began proceedings against her for alleged customs and
currency offences related to her earnings in the West. Wegner has given
numerous public interviews about her life and experiences as an artist in
the GDR, and was the focus of a recent documentary film that premiered
at the Berlinale film festival in 2022.120

Klaus Schlesinger, referred to by his biographer as “der sanfte
Rebell,”12! began his writing career at the Neue Berliner Illustrierte and
published his first novel Michael with the East German publishing house
Hinstorff in 1971 and his first collection of short stories Alte Filme (Old
Films) in 1975.122 He took a distance course at the Johannes R. Becher lit-
erary institute in 1972, before joining the official Writers’ Union in 1973.
He was a prolific writer of prose fiction, essays, radio plays and screen-
plays.123 Following the publication of his collection of stories Berliner
Traum (Berlin Dream) in 1978—*“his then most controversial work,”
according to Edith Toegel—Schlesinger described himself as a socially
critical writer who wanted to be integrated into the system he critiqued.!?#
The anthology of Berliner Geschichten (Berlin Stories), which Schlesinger,
Ulrich Plenzdorf, and Martin Stade planned to publish independently
without interference from official publishing houses, was the subject of
an MfS “Operativer Schwerpunkt Selbstverlag” (Operational Focus Self-
Publishing) from 1975 to 1976. Its publication was ultimately abandoned
until 1995, after the opening of the files revealed the Stasi’s surveillance of
the project.!2® In 1976, Schlesinger co-organised and signed the declara-

119 See “Bettina Wegner,” in Bundesstiftungaufarbeitung, Wer war wer in
der DDR? and Wegner’s biography on her personal website <http://www.
bettinawegner.de /vita.html> (accessed August 12, 2024). Sce also Kohler,
Klaus Schlesinger.

120 Bettina, dir. Pehnert.

121 Kohler, Klawus Schiesinger, book blurb.

122 Schlesinger, Michael and Alte Filme. Michael also appeared as a licensed
edition in 1972 with the Swiss publisher Benziger under the title Capellos
Trommel and Alte Filme as a licensed edition with the West German S. Fischer
Verlag in 1976.

123 For a full list of Schlesinger’s works see “Gesamtbibliografie zu Klaus Schlesinger
(1937-2001),”  <http://www.klaus-schlesinger.de /files /gesamtbibliografie_schlesinger.
pdf> (accessed May 31, 2025).

124 Toegel, “Terrible Alternatives,” 17-18.

125 Plenzdorf, Schlesinger, and Stade, Berliner Geschichten.
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tion of protest against the expatriation of Wolf Biermann and was one of
nine prominent writers excluded from the official Writers’ Union of the
GDR in 1979 (Wegner also resigned her membership), after they wrote
a letter to Erich Honecker in protest against legal measures taken against
Stefan Heym under the so-called “Devisengesetz” (Foreign Exchange
Law) following the publication of his (Heym’s) novel Collin in West
Germany.!26 After he left the GDR in 1980, Schlesinger was involved in
the West Berlin squatter scene, and continued to publish in both West and
East. In the early post-Wende years, rumours circulated that Schlesinger
had been an informant for the Stasi, which were ultimately disproved with
the opening of the files.!?” His post-Wende writings—notably his 1998
essay collection Von den Schwierigkeiten, ein Westler zu werden (On the
Difficulties of Becoming a Westerner)—reflect extensively on the impact
of Stasi surveillance and the difficulties of dealing with East German iden-
tities and biographies after the collapse of the GDR.128

Having trained first as a bricklayer and then as a teacher, the prose
writer Bernd Wagner (b. 1948) published his first collection of short
stories with the Aufbau publishing house in 1976, the same year that he
also signed a protest against Biermann’s expulsion from the GDR. With
the support and mentorship of the poet Sarah Kirsch, Wagner became
a member of the official East German Writers” Union. Despite this offi-
cial recognition, he was also an outspoken critic of the regime. After the
Stasi attempted to recruit him as an informant in 1983, Wagner wrote a
letter of complaint to Hermann Kant, president of the Writers” Union,
and in 1985 he addressed another letter directly to Erich Mielke when he
was denied permission to travel to the West (see also chapter 3). He was
observed and then picked up and interrogated by the Stasi in 1984 for his
involvement in planned protests against the detonation of the Prenzlauer
Berg gasometer.?? From 1983 until he left the GDR in 1985, Wagner
co-edited the underground publication Mikado together with Uwe Kolbe
and Lothar Trolle.!3% Wagner has written numerous works of fiction and

126 Goldstein, Writing in Red, 117-22. See also “Klaus Schlesinger,” in
Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung, Wer war wer in der DDRZ?.

127 Argeles, “‘Das waren wir nicht!””.

128 Schlesinger, Von der Schwierigkeit, Westler zu werden. His essay “Macht,
Literatur, Staatssicherheit” also previously appeared in Feinderklirung: Literatur
und Stantssicherbeit, edited by Heinz-Ludwig Arnold (29-35). See also his auto-
biographical work, Fliegender Wechsel (Flying Change), as well as his works of
fiction Die Sache mit Randow (The Thing with Randow), T7uy (Deception), and
his posthumous fragment Die Seele der Minner (The Soul of Men), which was
republished alongside his other short stories in 2011.

129 See Wagner and Wiillenkemper, “Etwas auf die Beine stellen.” See also
Wagner’s biography on his personal website: <http://www.berndmaxwagner.de/
biografie.html> (accessed August 13, 2024).

130 Kolbe, Trolle, and Wagner, Mikado oder Der Kaiser ist nackt.
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non-fiction, many of which deal directly or indirectly with the Stasi. These
include his pre-Wende collections Reise im Kopf (Journey in the Head,
published in the GDR),'31 Ich will nicht nach Osterreich (I Don’t Want to
go to Austria), and Der Griff ins Leere (Grasping at Thin Air, published
in West Germany),'32 as well as his post-Wende collection Die Wut im
Koffer (Anger in the Suitcase—first published in 1991 and then reissued
and extended in 1993 after Wagner had read his Stasi file—and his novels
Paradies (Paradise) and Die Sintflut in Sachsen (The Deluge in Saxony).133
Most recently, he published a creative memoir and chronology of his life
from 1974 to 1989, Verlassene Werke (Abandoned Works), which includes
notes and previously unpublished fragments.!3*

Mikado was preceded by an earlier initiative of the poet Uwe Kolbe
(b. 1957), who began collating and circulating the first samizdat (unof-
ficial, self-published) publication Der Kaiser ist nackt (The Emperor’s
New Clothes) in 1981. Kolbe came to fame as a young writer, under
the tutelage of Franz Fithmann, publishing his first poems in Sinn und
Form in 1976.13% Kolbe is perhaps best known for his debut volume
Hineingeboren (Born into This), published by Aufbau in 1980; his sec-
ond poetry collection, Abschiede und andere Licbesgedichte (Goodbyes
and other Love Poems), appeared the following year.!3¢ From 1982, his
collections were also published by Suhrkamp in West Germany. Despite
early recognition and success, Kolbe voiced criticism of the GDR and its
cultural policies in open letters and speeches. His poem “Kern meines
Romans” (Heart of My Novel)—published in an anthology of debutant
writers in 1981—contained a hidden poem composed of all capitalised
letters in the main text, which, once decoded, was clearly derisive of the
state and party (see chapter 4).137 At Fiihmann’s instigation, Kolbe col-
laborated with Anderson on the ill-fated “Anthologie junger Autoren,”
(Anthology of Young Authors) initially planned for publication by the
Akademie der Kiinste (Academy of Arts) and blocked by SED officials
in late 1981 (later published by Anderson and Elke Erb in the West).138
Having faced a de facto publication ban from 1982 to 1985, Kolbe was

131 Wagner, Reise im Kopf.

132 Wagner, Ich will nicht nach Osterreich, Wagner, Der Griff ins Leere.

133 Wagner, Paradies, Die Sintflut in Sachsen.

134 Wagner, Verlassene Werke.

135 “Uwe Kolbe,” in Bundesstiftung Aufarbeitung, Wer war wer in der DDR?,
Deloglu, “Dann verlieven sich die Vorschriften des Widerstandes.”

136 Kolbe, Hineingeboren; Kolbe, Abschiede.

137 Kolbe, “Kern meines Romans.”

138 Anderson and Erb, Berithruny ist nur eine Randerscheinung. On the Stasi’s
intervention with the volume, see Michael, “Eine verschollene Anthologie”;
Costabile-Heming, “Surveillance and the GDR’s Cultural Sphere.”
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eventually able to publish a third volume of poetry with Aufbau!3® and
granted a continuous visa to travel to West Germany in 1986, before
moving to Hamburg in 1988. Although he primarily publishes poetry,
Kolbe has written several essays on his encounters with the Stasi—includ-
ing his attempted recruitment aged 17 and his father’s role as an MfS
officer'*—and published a semi-autobiographical novel, Die Liige (The
Lie), in 2014141

Before he left the GDR, Kolbe was a regular attendee at the unoftf-
icial literary salons, which the singer-songwriter and translator Ekkehard
Maaf (b. 1951) hosted in his apartment in the famed Prenzlauer Berg
district from 1978. With the support of established but critical writers
such as Volker Braun, Elke Erb, Franz Fihmann, Heiner Miiller, and
Christa and Gerhard Wolf, these salons became a focal point in the
development of the non-conformist literary and artistic “scene” in East
Berlin. Artists from the Soviet republics and Eastern Bloc, as well as some
intellectuals from the West, also attended these gatherings.14? Maaf} was
a close friend of Wolf Biermann and lost his place at the Humboldt uni-
versity for collecting signatures in protest against Biermann’s expulsion,
an undertaking which also led to the opening of Stasi operative measures
against him and a ban on his own public performances (he was known
above all for performing the songs of the Georgian-Armenian musician
Bulat Okudzhava). Maaf8 has written and given numerous public inter-
views about his experiences in the GDR and the Stasi’s observation and
infiltration of his salons, not least in the context of his fraught relation-
ship with Sascha Anderson.!#3 Peter Bothig’s recent documentation, to
which Maaf} contributed personal and archive material, offers a detailed
chronology of the readings and overview of attendees, and includes
extensive reproductions of documents from the Stasi files.144

Amongst the many writers who participated in Maaf3’s literary salons
was the prose writer Christa Moog (b. 1952). Like Kolbe, Moog had
both refused Stasi recruitment as a teenager and later became a protégé
of Franz Fithmann. Moog was one of the young authors whose work was
intended for inclusion in the aforementioned anthology at the Akademie
der Kiinste; she was also signatory to a letter addressed to Minister for
Culture, Hans Joachim Hoffmann, protesting against the prohibition of

139 Kolbe, Bornholm I1.

140 Kolbe, Die Situation (The Situation); Kolbe, Renegatentermine (Renegade
Dates); Kolbe, Vinetas Archive; Kolbe, “Die Sache mit V.”

141 Kolbe, Die Liige.

142 See Bothig, “Vorbemerkung,” in Sprachzeiten.

143 For example, Maafl, “Vom Pfarrhaus in Schéonburg zur Schonhauser
Allee”; Maaf}, “Und das ist geschehn”; Anderson, dir. Hendel.

144 Bothig, Sprachzeiten, esp. 25-241.
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its publication in the GDR.1#> Moog wrote numerous short stories and
was well known in the literary scene while she was still in East Germany,
but was only able to publish in earnest after she left for the West in 1984
(having waited several years for permission to leave the GDR in order to
marry a British citizen). In 1985, her volume Die Fans von Union (The
Union Fans) was published by Claassen, and included a story entitled
“Die Fete” (The Party) about a group of friends who suspect a new-
comer of spying for the Stasi, which had attracted the attention of the
MTS before Moog left the GDR (see chapter 2).146 The following year,
her short story “Es ist 15 Uhr” (It is 3 p.m.), a literary treatment of the
Stasi’s attempt to recruit a young teenager, appeared in an anthology of
East-West love stories.'4” Her semi-autobiographical novel, Aus tausend
yriinen Spiegeln (From a Thousand Green Mirrors), was published first by
Claassen in 1988 and then reissued by Rowohlt in 1990,/91.148

The experimental artist and writer Gabriele Stotzer (b. 1953) was
a leading figure in the underground scenes in Erfurt and Berlin in the
1980s.14% She began writing and creating visual art after her imprison-
ment for in 1977—first in Stasi remand prison and then in the women’s
prison at Hoheneck—after she was convicted of “Staatsverleumdung”
(defamation of the state) for collecting signatures in protest against the
expulsion of Wolf Biermann.!®® As a student, Stotzer had contact with
Jirgen Fuchs and the literary scene in Jena. She had already clashed
with the East German authorities, losing her place at the Pidagogische
Hochschule in Erfurt a few months before the Biermann affair, having
written a letter to Margot Honecker that was signed by 83 other stu-
dents, opposing the exmatriculation of a fellow student.!®! After her
release from prison, Stotzer wrote about her experiences in a piece enti-
tled “Dabei sein und nicht schweigen” (Being Present and Not Silent),
which she circulated amongst acquaintances, including Christa Wolf, who
later depicted this encounter in her post-Wende novella Was bleibt and
autobiographical text Ein Tag im Jahr (One Day a Year, 2003).152 The

145 Opening report of Operativer Vorgang ‘Dichter,”” February 9, 1982.

146 Moog, Die Fans von Union.

147 Moog, “Es ist 15 Uhr.” See also Kabi¢, Ein Kinigreich fiir ein
Kind, 235-39.

148 Moog, Aus tausend griinen Spiegeln; Mundt, “Katherine Mansfield Revis-
ited”; Lewis, ““Foiling the Censor.””

149 Different variations of her name appear in contemporary documents and
texts. She was known by her married name Kachold until her divorce in 1979,
then used the double-barrelled name Stotzer-Kachold, but returned to using her
maiden name Stotzer after the Wende.

150 Geipel, Zensiert, verschwiegen, vergessen, 208-18.

151 Stotzer, Der lange Arm der Stasi, 166—67.

152 Horakova, “Learning from the Underground”; Wolf, Ein Tayg im Jahr, 246.
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alternative circles she moved in were subjected to particularly intense
surveillance and investigation by the Stasi and other state authorities; in
1981, the Galerie im Flur, a private gallery and artistic meeting place,
which Stotzer had been running for a year, was “liquidated,” and in sub-
sequent years numerous events prohibited.!>3 She was a founding mem-
ber of the Kiinstlerinnengruppe Erfurt, which was active from 1984, and
in 1989, she co-founded the political group “Frauen fiir Verinderung”
(women for change), who were the first to occupy the Erfurt Stasi head-
quarters in December that year.15%

Stotzer’s literary work only appeared in samizdat “publications”
such as Mikado, Arviadnefabrik, and Und, and it was not until 1989
that a volume of her writings, ziigel los (rein less), was published in the
Aufbau-Verlag series “Aufier der Reihe,” edited by Gerhard Wolf.15°
Her post-Wende publications include a collection of stories, Erfurter
Roulette (Erfurt Roulette), about the lives of young artists in the GDR
and a literary memoir, Die bricklende Festung, based on her experi-
ences in Hoheneck, which was published in 2002.15¢ A collection of her
prose and poetry dating from 1978 to 1989, appeared in 2005 as part
of the series “Die Verschwiegene Bibliothek” (The Silenced [or Secret]
Library) edited by Ines Geipel and Joachim Walther.!>” Stotzer’s literary
papers are housed in the Archiv unterdriickter Literatur. Like the other
authors featured in this study, she has given numerous public accounts
of her life in the GDR, often in the context of official memory work.
Her most recent documentary publication, Der lange Arm der Stasi (The
Long Arm of the Stasi), includes essays and an account of her meeting
with one of her Stasi interrogators, as well as reproductions from the
Stasi files and images of her work and acquaintances.!>8

Overview of this Book

Our book is structured in four substantive chapters, each addressing a key
theme and building on each other. Chapter 1 explores how knowledge
about state surveillance was acquired and circulated in the GDR literary

153 The surveillance of Stotzer has been the subject of a dossier compiled
by the Stasi Record Archive: Bundesbeauftragte fiir die Unterlagen der Staatssi-
cherheitsdienstes der ehemaligen Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, “Eznge-
schrinkte Fretheit.”

154 Stotzer, Der lange Arm der Stasi, 220-33. On Stotzer’s involvement in the
art scene, see also Richter, Das Gesetz der Szene.

155 Walther, “Gabriele Stotzer”; Kachold [Stotzer], zigel los. On her under-
ground publications, see also Dahlke, Papierboot, 141-52, 201-15.

156 Stotzer, Erfurter Roulette.

157 Stotzer, Ich bin die Frauw von Gestern.

158 Stotzer, Der lange Arm der Stasi.
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sphere on the basis of “intuition” and “gut feelings” and interrogates how
these forms of knowledge were used to develop strategies for dealing with
the known-unknown of the Stasi. Drawing in particular on the work of
cognitive psychologist, Gerd Gigerenzer, the chapter traces what can be
termed “rules of thumb” or “heuristics”!> which shaped the kinds of
unstable knowledge that were formed and passed on, seemingly instinc-
tively, in everyday life and through regular interactions with others and the
social environment. With particular emphasis on the kinds of knowledge
our chosen authors recalled having in their interviews with Windsor, the
chapter addresses knowledge revealed and employed to navigate moments
of attempted recruitment and commonly shared assumptions about signs
and indicators that fuelled suspicions of collaboration with the MfS and/
or infiltration by undercover informants. The chapter also explores knowl-
edge acquired through direct experiences with the state security apparatus
(beyond those moments of attempted recruitment) and how this experi-
ential knowledge became the basis of second-hand knowledge passed on
to others—a kind of knowledge which relied, in turn, on relationships of
trust, and which remained partial and insecure.

The “rules of thumb” and experiential knowledge discussed in chap-
ter 1 were used to make decisions about who to trust and what knowledge
could be entrusted to others. Building on this, chapter 2 demonstrates
that trust played essential role in the construction of knowledge on many
levels in the literary sphere, illustrating that the interplay between trust
and distrust was complex and often symbiotic. This chapter draws on
work from the history, sociology, and philosophy of trust to explore how
“regimes of trust and distrust” were met with “communities of trust and
distrust,”1%0 within and through which knowledge was generated and
circulated. While the Stasi notoriously sought to sow seeds of distrust
in literary (and other) networks with methods of Zersetzung, the urge
to gain knowledge about GDR citizens as a mechanism of control and
power depended, perhaps paradoxically, on the performance and mobili-
sation of trust both between the officers and (potential) informants and
between informants and targets. Conversely, the chapter demonstrates
that, precisely because of the risks entailed, our writers’ decisions to
trust or distrust others enabled them to acquire, share and/or strate-
gically withhold knowledge in different situations and thus became a
means of navigating uncertainty and exercising agency which challenged
the regime’s attempt to monopolise knowledge and trust. The chapter
explores how trustworthiness was cultivated and (mis-)deciphered on
the basis of emotions and (unstable forms of) evidence and examines
the role of (semi-)professional networks and reputation in establishing

159 Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings.
160 Tikhomirov, “The Grammar of Trust and Distrust,” 319-22.
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and expanding relationships of trust. The often fragile bonds of trust on
which these various relationships rested were crucial for the sharing of
knowledge which, in turn, informed strategies of resistance.

Chapter 3 turns to those strategies that were developed and
employed by our chosen writers and their acquaintances to deal with the
state surveillance they were subjected to. We draw on theories of surveil-
lance and countersurveillance to illustrate how literary intellectuals were
able to exercise political agency and “look back” at the Stasi, building on
the different kinds of intuitive, experiential, and second-hand knowledge
discussed in chapter 1 and the communities of trust explored in chapter
2. Chapter 3 shows that while living in the “panopticon” of the MfS and
enduring their methods of “Zersetzung” certainly engendered paranoia,
anxiety, and mistrust, these were not only mechanisms of control but also
galvanised those being observed to push back against the state’s disciplin-
ary power in both subtle and confrontational ways. Throughout the chap-
ter, we explore numerous examples of (semi-)open confrontation to open
observation—including the development of counter-legends, the mobili-
sation of prominent contacts, legal measures, protest letters, and public
declarations—as well as covert actions in the underground scene that
sought to avoid and subvert the Stasi’s gaze. The chapter also illustrates
how humour was used as a means of sharing knowledge and undermin-
ing the Stasi’s authority and how writing was employed as a strategy of
resistance, including the circulation of personal testimony, which revealed
aspects of the repressive state apparatus otherwise concealed from pub-
lic knowledge and counteracted the epistemic injustice imposed on those
who experienced that repression first-hand.

The final chapter turns to the specific role played by literary fiction as
a “medium of knowledge.”161 While works of fiction do not make a claim
to extra-textual referentiality, we argue that they draw on and add to a
repertoire of shared “standards of representation,”16? thereby performing
“acts of creative imitation” 163 and using a complex interweaving of revela-
tion and concealment, which must be interpreted by what we term (more
or less) adequate readers. The chapter is structured around five themes
and case studies of writing, which employ diverse literary genres and tech-
niques to deal with the “public secret” of the Stasi, and which took dif-
ferent paths to publication. We situate these along a spectrum of total
concealment to total revelation and illustrate how these positions shaped
the extent and kinds of knowledge transported through these literary
works. The chapter begins with an exploration of literature written “for
the drawer,” taking Giinter Kunert’s novel Die Zweite Fran (The Second

161 Barth, “An Anthropology of Knowledge,” 3.
162 Gibson, Fiction and the Weave of Life, 70-73.
163 Felski, Uses of Literature, 85.
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Woman) as its key example, before moving to a discussion of satirical
writing by an almost entirely unknown writer, Ralf-Giinter Krolkiewicz,
whose works only reached very limited audiences before they were seized
by the Stasi. The chapter also examines critical fiction that circulated
amongst underground counter-publics and was smuggled across the bor-
der between East and West Germany, focusing on Bernd Wagner’s liter-
ary prose, and demonstrates how the use of history and myth in Christa
Wolf’s Kassandra enabled a form of revelation within the constraints of
the East German publishing landscape. In a final step, we consider the
somewhat paradoxical position of Stefan Heym’s novel Collin which was
highly revelatory in its depiction of GDR state surveillance but could only
directly reach audiences in the West.

This title is available under the Open Access license CC BY-NC-ND,
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council/UKRI



1: We Know, But We Don’t Know How
We Know...

HE KEY QUESTION asked in this book is what those operating in the

literary sphere knew about the State Security Service that observed
them, attempted to recruit them as informants, infiltrated their lives, and
contributed to restrictions on their publications and performances. We
explore how this knowledge was acquired and how it was circulated in the
literary sphere. Based primarily on a close reading of transcripts of inter-
views with Uwe Kolbe, Ekkehard Maaf3, Christa Moog, Gabriele Stotzer,
Bernd Wagner, and Bettina Wegner, this chapter examines in particular
how knowledge of the Stasi is reported in retrospect and—crucially—in
light of new knowledge that has been acquired by our interviewees since
unification and especially since the opening of the Stasi files. The chap-
ter shows how knowledge about the Stasi was embedded in everyday life
and used to develop strategies to combat surveillance. These strategies
were based on heuristics or rules of thumb that emerged from knowledge
acquired in moments of contact with the Stasi and which circulated in the
social environment. Such heuristics—which were often experienced as a
kind of intuition—are recognised in retrospect as precarious, uncertain,
and even as a threat to the cohesion of social groups. Knowledge gained
by rules of thumb contributed to a climate of fear and paranoia in which
individuals policed each other’s behaviour for signs of betrayal. However,
this uncertain knowledge also allowed these writers to navigate a soci-
ety steeped in distrust and, in many ways, made trust possible. We will
explore the role of intuitive knowledge in moments of attempted recruit-
ment, in identifying potential informants, and in understanding the expe-
riences of those who had direct encounters with the Stasi. This chapter
thereby provides the foundations for the exploration in chapters 2 and
3 of how critical intellectuals used knowledge about the Stasi to make
decisions about whom to trust, to build networks and relationships in the
context of surveillance, and to assert agency and resistance to the intru-
sions of the secret police.
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Heuristic Knowledge and Rules of Thumb

Before we explore in detail how intellectuals in the literary sphere
recount their knowledge of the Stasi, we need to outline what is meant
by “heuristic” or “intuitive” knowledge. As explained in the introduc-
tion to this book, knowledge is both social and relational: it is not “out
there” to be acquired by anyone with the right skills but constructed in
a particular socio-cultural context and in relation to others. Relational
knowledge is not sustained only (or even principally) through the use
of language (textual or verbal). Knowledge is “what a person employs
to interpret and act on the world,” but it includes “feelings (attitudes)
as well as information, embodied skills as well as verbal taxonomies and
concepts.”! In short, knowledge about the Stasi may not always have
been explicit: certain behaviours and beliefs may have been practiced or
developed seemingly “instinctively” or “intuitively.”? In fact, they were
based on a not fully verbalised knowledge about how the MfS worked,
how you should act to avoid an open confrontation, what could be said
when and where and to whom, cues that indicated who might be an
informant and so on.

Work in psychology, particularly by Gerd Gigerenzer, can help us
understand this kind of intuitive knowledge.® Gigerenzer notes that
although we tend to think of human intelligence as deliberate, rational,
and logical, the greater part of our mental life “is unconscious, based on
processes alien to logic: gut feelings, or intuitions.”* Gigerenzer shows
how this kind of intelligence—or “heuristic” form of reasoning and
knowledge—is adaptive, that is, it is an evolutionary capacity that helps
us navigate a complex and unknowable world.® He defines “gut feelings,”
“intuition,” or “hunch” as a judgment that is made quickly, for reasons we
are not fully aware of, but of which we are certain enough to act upon.®
Gut feelings are—Gigerenzer argues—based on “rules of thumb” or
“heuristics,” which attempt to identify the most important information

1 Barth, “An Anthropology of Knowledge,” 1.

2 Myers, Intuition.

3 We are grateful to Grit Wesser for pointing us towards Gigerenzer’s work
in the context of our collaborations within the project Knowing the Secret Police:
Secrecy and Knowledge in East German Society. Dr Wesser observes similar forms
of intuitive knowledge in her analysis of social /workplace networks in the GDR,
for example, in her paper “Learning (how) to trust your gut: Suspicion, Stasi,
and Socialisation in the former East Germany” at European Association of Social
Anthropologists Conference, Belfast UK, July 26-29, 2022.

4 Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings, 3.

5  Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings, Gigerenzer, Rationality for Mortals; Gigerenzer
and Gassmeier, “Heuristic Decision Making.”

6  Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings, 16.
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and ignore the rest.” This kind of heuristic knowledge weaves “together
data from the senses using prior knowledge about the world.”® That
is, like other forms of knowledge, it is situated within the environment
and cultural context in which the individual operates. A heuristic is—for
Gigerenzer—*“ecologically rational” because it is adapted to the environ-
ment.” In our context, the environment of the GDR literary scene, in
which questions about whom to trust and how to act in different situa-
tions were necessarily based on incomplete information. In this chapter,
we focus on moments in the interviews with cultural intellectuals when the
interviewee describes this kind of intuition or “rule of thumb.” This allows
us to unpack where these “rules” came from, and the role they played in
allowing these individuals to trust in a society marked by distrust and to
assert agency in the context of an authoritarian state that would seek to
restrict it. Where appropriate, we supplement discussion of the interviews
with material from the Stasi files and published sources produced by the
authors that are the focus of this study.

“Subliminal” Knowledge and Resisting Recruitment

A key moment of contact for many literary intellectuals was an attempt
by the Stasi to recruit them as informants. This appears to have been a
common experience for many operating in the literary sphere, partic-
ularly at the start of their literary careers: as we saw in the introduc-
tion to this book, Lutz Rathenow goes so far as to claim that “jeder
Oppositionelle in der DDR wurde einmal angeworben” (every opposi-
tional actor was courted by the Stasi at some point).1® We explore in
detail the Stasi archive records relating to the attempted recruitment of
our central authors in chapter 2. Here we focus on the author’s rec-
ollection of these events in post-Wende interviews and publications. Our
emphasis is on how they report knowledge of the Stasi, the role that it
played, and where it came from.

Christa Moog was no exception to Rathenow’s statement about the
prevalence of efforts to recruit critical writers to the army of Stasi infor-
mants. The Stasi attempted to recruit her as an informant when she was
just a teenager, but—as we will see—she resisted their advances. The way
in which she describes this refusal indicates how fragmented knowledge
about the Stasi circulated in social and familial environments, and how

7 Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings, 18. Gigerenzer and Gassmeier, “Heuristic Deci-
sion Making,” 454.

8  Gigerenzer, Gut Feelings, 44.

9  Gigerenzer and Gassmeier, “Heuristic Decision Making,” 457.

10 Rathenow, “Akteneinsicht als Therapie.”
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direct experiences with the Stasi could be used to enhance that knowl-
edge, which nonetheless remained incomplete.

In the interview with Windsor, Moog describes in some detail the
experience of being approached by the Stasi to act as an informant when
she was just fourteen. In January 1966, she received a postcard from the
local police office (Volkspolizeikreisamt) with the request to attend “zur
Klirung eines Sachverhaltes” (to clarify a matter)—a phrase that was fre-
quently used to summon individuals to meetings with the secret police
and which is now notorious in memory of the Stasi.!! Moog describes
a lack of knowledge within her family about the meaning of this request
and what and who might lie behind it. This lack of knowledge makes the
request even more worrying, as they attempt to interpret what might be
behind it, focusing on insignificant past misdemeanours. In her recollec-
tion, the idea that it might be the Stasi or an attempted recruitment does
not even occur to them:

. eine Vorladung zur Polizei war schon was Besonderes. Das war
schon so, dass man sich dann total Gedanken machte und ich hab’
dann damals auch—Und meine Eltern hatten, vor allem meine
Mutter war auch ganz besorgt, und wir haben alles Mogliche
gemutmafit, dass ich vielleicht so mit dem Fahrrad—Wir sind dann
manchmal zu zweit auf’m Fahrrad gefahren ... Und, oder wir sind
auch nachts in das Schwimmbad eingebrochen, da in der Katzenaue
in Fisenach und sind dann da in der Nacht geschwommen, was
natiirlich auch ein Verstof gegen die, also, absoluten Regeln war.
Oder irgendwas.!?

[a summons to the police was something special. It was something
that made you really worry and I was also—And my parents, espe-
cially my mother, was really worried and we suspected all sorts of
things, that maybe I was on my bike—Sometimes we would ride
bikes two at a time. ... And, or we would break into the swim-
ming pool at night in Katzenaue in Eisenach and then swim there
at night, which of course was also a violation of the, well, absolute
rules. Or something. |

Nonetheless, this lack of specific knowledge about Stasi tactics does not
mean that Moog and her family were not aware of why they should be afraid
of the secret police and the risks of becoming embroiled in its net. When
Moog is pressured to sign a declaration that she will spy on her friends, a
so-called Verpflichtungserkldrunyg, she refuses. Interestingly, she describes
the decision not to sign as being informed by an “innere Stimme,” (inner

11 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.
12 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.
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voice) that is a kind of intuitive knowledge whose origins she cannot place:
“Und irgendwie hat eine innere Stimme in mir gesagt ‘Du darfst das auf
gar keinen Fall unterschreiben’” (and somehow an inner voice inside me
said “You must not sign this under any circumstances.”)!3

Moog says she only feels able to refuse because of the support given
to her by her family, which meant she did not feel she had to fear the
potential consequences or that her future would be ruined by her refusal.
She notes that it was not a lack of knowledge about the Stasi’s power that
gave her the strength not to sign; rather it was the resilience provided by
her parents. Others—as Moog comments—responded differently to the
same knowledge:

Also, das wusste man schon, dass das cigentlich, war das ja der
cigentliche Machtapparat im Staat. Und fiir so einen jungen
Menschen konnte das schon total beingstigend sein. Also, ich
weil zum Beispiel, es war ja so, dass cinige das ja auch unter-
schrieben haben, und dann ja auch berichtet haben.1*

[Well, we already knew that that was actually the real power appa-
ratus in the state. And for such a young person that could be
really frightening. Well, I know, for example, that some people
signed it and then did inform. ]

Moog goes on to indicate that her knowledge of the power of and threat
posed by the Stasi came also from direct experience with the secret police
within her network. Her best friend’s uncle had been imprisoned in the
notorious Bautzen prison for several years in the early 1950s before
being released into the West: “Und ich wusste, dass der dann wirklich
als kranker Mann da raus kam und die Mutter meiner Freundin eben
in wahnsinnigen Angsten um ihn war” (and I knew that he came out
of there a really sick man and my friend’s mother was extremely wor-
ried for him).!> Moog adds that although she knew that “mich niemand
einsperren wiirde” (nobody would lock me up), this knowledge of what
had happened to others created a kind of visceral response, something
“unterschwellig” (subliminal) as she describes it.1® We might say a kind
of intuition conditioned by the knowledge of what the Stasi could do,
suppressed by knowledge of what they likely wonld do (or rather would
not do) in this specific situation.

What we see here is a kind of partial knowledge—a lack of detailed
information, but a sense of who the Stasi were and the threat they

13 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.
14 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.
15 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.
16 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.
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posed. In his interview with Windsor, Ekkehard Maaf} asserts that every-
one knew “dass es die Stasi gab, schon in der Kindheit” (that the Stasi
existed, already as a child).!” His description of what exactly was known
is rather general. However, this superficial knowledge informs the devel-
opment of rules of thumb relating to behaviour: “Also, man wusste sich
immer beobachtet. Man wusste immer, dass man aufpassen muss, dass
man nicht in irgendeiner Form den Vorwand liefert, dass man verhaftet
werden kann” (well, you always knew you were being watched. You
always knew that you had to be careful not to provide any kind of excuse
for them to arrest you).!'® Moog describes how she was able to use this
partial knowledge to make quick decisions and avoid being drawn into
the role of a secret informant.

Another decision that Moog makes is to tell her family and her friend
about the attempted recruitment (despite having signed a declaration of
secrecy). This makes her unusable for the Stasi as an informant and she
subsequently becomes the target of their observation. In the moment of
contact with a potential informant, the Stasi also make themselves vul-
nerable to revelation: these moments of contact allowed individuals to
gain and disseminate knowledge about the Stasi, how they operate and
even what they look like. Moog describes her reaction when a Stasi officer
waits for her daily at the school gate: “Ich hatte total Herzklopfen, hab’
dann zu meiner Freundin gesagt ‘Um Gottes Willen, das ist der, da’”
(my heart was pounding, then I said to my friend, “oh my god, that’s
him over there.”).1? As we will see, Moog describes how later in her life
this partial knowledge about the Stasi—how they behaved and what they
looked like—was also used to try to identify Stasi informants within the
literary sphere. That is, the knowledge gained through the moment in
which the Stasi revealed themselves was used to support rules of thumb or
heuristics that aimed to uncover more of their secrets.

Uwe Kolbe also had early direct experiences with the Stasi that pro-
vided him with fragmented knowledge about their operations. In the
interview with Windsor, Kolbe describes knowledge about the Stasi in a
way that resonates with Moog’s description of her “subliminal” or visceral
response, that is, as something almost unconscious and stemming from
experiences within one’s familial networks:

wenn man tiberhaupt so “Stasi” sagte, wenn man das Wort iiber-
haupt benutzte, iiberhaupt dieses Kiirzel benutzte, das war ganz
schwierig. Also, in den 60er, 70er Jahren, so meiner Kindheits- und
Jugenderfahrung, das war ganz schwierig. Da gab es reale Angst,

17 Interview with Ekkehard Maaf, July 30, 2021.
18 Interview with Ekkehard Maaf, July 30, 2021.
19 Interview with Christa Moog, August 25, 2021.

This title is available under the Open Access license CC BY-NC-ND,
funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council/UKRI



WEe Knvow, Bur WE DoN’T KNnow How WE Know... ¢ 43

also da gab es sozusagen—wie soll ich sagen?>—habituell also etwas.
Dariiber redete man lieber gar nicht.20

[If you said “Stasi” at all, if you used the word at all, if you used this
abbreviation at all, that was very difficult. So in the 60s and 70s, in
my childhood and youth, it was very difficult. There was real fear, so
there was—how should I put it>—something habitual. People pre-
ferred not to talk about it at all. |

Interestingly, Kolbe describes this “habitual” fear as being marked—
within his parents’ generation at least—by childhood experiences of
National Socialism. What Kolbe is describing here seems to fit very clearly
with the idea of the “public secret”; something that is both known and
unknown, acknowledged, but also secret.?!

This knowing and yet not knowing extended to the language used to
talk about the secret police in Kolbe’s account. He recalls that the most
visible Stasi agents were those that stood around on the street whenever
there was an official event attended by “die Bonzen,” that is, high-ranking
SED members.

Dann standen so diese markanten Herren mit ihren Téschchen. Die
hatten so ne Zeit lang solche komischen Tischchen in der Hand, ich
weifd nicht, was die da drin hatten, das waren so ne Armtischchen,
mit so ner Schlaufe, die man so am Arm trug. Oder sie hatten Knirpse
so in der Hand ... Als solches nahm man die Stasi schon wahr, aber
das war so wie: “Na ja, das sind doch Idioten. Guck mal, die da.”
Also, vor denen hatte man irgendwie, das war nicht beingstigend.??

[Then there were these striking men with their little bags. For a
while they had these funny little bags in their hands, I don’t know
what they had in them, they were like little arm bags with a loop that
you wore on your arm. Or they had collapsible umbrellas in their
hands ... In that sense, you could certainly spot the Stasi, but it was
like: “Well, they’re idiots. Look at them over there.” So somehow
you weren’t ... it wasn’t scary. |

Here we see the development of a “rule of thumb” or “heuristic” in
Gigerenzer’s terms, based on experience in the social environment—*“if
someone is standing around in a doorway with a little bag during dem-
onstrations or other large public events, he is a Stasi officer.” But Kolbe
does not recall saying that to those he was with, instead the public secret
remains unnamed, they are simply “Idioten” (idiots). We see something

20 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.
21 Taussig, Defacement, 50.
22 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.
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similar in Moog’s recollection: when she points out the Stasi officer at her
school gate, she says simply, “das ist der, da” (that’s him over there).

What is particular to Kolbe is that this habitual, intuitive knowledge
about the danger of the Stasi emerged in a context in which the Stasi
were in his family, that is, his father was a Stasi officer. This is not some-
thing that Kolbe knew for certain until the opening of the Stasi files, but
it is something that he suspected from a young age.?? In the interview
with Windsor, we see him struggling to articulate where that knowledge
came from:

Ich hab’s immer vermutet irgendwie, als ich dann so 13, 14 Jahre alt
war hab ich das mal vermutet, wenn ich ihm mal begegnete, weil er
hatte ... es gab so merkwiirdige Dinge um ihn herum, ja, sodass das
schon zu merken war: “Na ja, der ist doch wahrscheinlich ...”%*

[T always suspected it somehow, when I was about 13, 14 years old
I suspected it when I met him, because he had ... there were such
strange things about him, yes, so that it was already noticeable:
“Well, he’s probably ...”]

Even the Stasi files cannot reveal everything about his father. In particular,
they do not tell him the extent to which he influenced events in his son’s
life: questions about the Stasi’s manipulations in Kolbe’s life remain unan-
swered even after the opening of the files. In his post-Wende accounts,
Kolbe notes that the files reveal that his father was not only a Stasi offi-
cer, but also formally an IM deployed to report on his son.2> However,
Kolbe’s short text, “Die Sache mit V.” (The Thing with V.), in particu-
lar, is shot through with language that indicates uncertainty and gaps in
knowledge. The narrator repeats (a variation on): “Ich kann die Sache mit
V. nicht vollstindig erzihlen, weil ich nicht immer dabei war” (I cannot
give a complete account of the thing with V., because I was not always
there).2% Like Moog, Kolbe was subject to an attempted recruitment at a
young age—when he was seventeen. We once again see him struggling to
articulate his memories when reflecting on whether his father was behind
that attempt: “Ich musste damals schon vermuten, dass das was—und
habe es auch vermutet—, dass das irgendwie mit ihm zu tun hat” (I must
have already suspected back then that that—and I also suspected it—that
that somehow had something to do with him).2”

23 For a post-Wende account of Kolbe’s suspicions about his father and the
confirmation of those suspicions after the Wende, see: Kolbe, “Die Sache mit V.”

24 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.

25 Kolbe, Die Situation, 43; Kolbe, “Die Sache mit V.,” 154.

26 Kolbe, “Die Sache mit V.,” 151 and 154.

27 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.
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Kolbe’s early confrontation with the Stasi began when he was invited
to a seminar for young poets at the Freie Deutsche Jugend (FD]J, Free
German Youth), the SED youth organisation. He was puzzled at the time
as to why he had been invited, as he was already beginning to voice politi-
cally uncomfortable ideas. He suspects his father had a hand in it, but
adds: “ich weif} es eigentlich bis heute nicht” (I actually don’t know to
this day).?® When Kolbe returns from the seminar, his mother reports
that someone from the Department of Culture in the Berlin Magistrate
had visited and said they wanted to do something with his poems. He
recalls that she was pleased about this apparent external recognition,
even though she had shown little interest in his literary work previously.
Despite his father’s profession, his mother seems to have little awareness
of what an approach from the Stasi might look like (noting that Kolbe’s
mother and father were separated).?? It should be added in this context
that the Stasi record suggests that Kolbe’s mother and stepfather were, in
fact, a little more circumspect about the visit and Kolbe only felt comfort-
able inviting the officers in on their return visit because his parents were
not at home.3? That return visit happened a little while later, when the
man appeared at their door and wanted to speak directly to Kolbe. He
introduced himself as being from the Magistrate. But, Kolbe recalls, he
knew instantly that this was not true: “es fiel mir nimlich damals schon
auf—natiirlich wusste ich relativ rasch, wer die sind, dass das Stasi war.
Das zum Beispiel wusste ich ganz schnell” (I already realised back then—
of course I knew relatively quickly who they were, that it was the Stasi. I
knew that very quickly, for example).3! Kolbe articulates that it was the
man’s behaviour that gave him away, that is, that he asked questions com-
pletely unrelated to his poetry and wanted copies of manuscripts. In this
sense, we see once again that the Stasi risked revealing themselves at this
moment of contact.

Nonetheless, the certainty that Kolbe expresses “natiirlich wusste ich
... dass das Stasi war” (of course I knew ... that it was the Stasi) dissipates
as Kolbe continues in his recollection. He remembers that he gave them
the manuscripts and that he found the explanation that they wanted to
promote young authors at least “halbwegs glaubhaft” (half believable). It
is only on the second visit that it was “ziemlich sonnenklar” (pretty clear
as day) that they were not who they said they were. Despite this, Kolbe
agrees to attend a third meeting, this time in the Department of Culture at

28 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.

29 See chapter 2 for a discussion of the contradictory accounts of this meeting
in the Stasi files.

30 Report on a conversation with Uwe Kolbe, dated September 16, 1975.

31 Interview with Uwe Kolbe, June 1, 2021.
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the Magistrate. It is at this meeting that the Stasi officers (literally) lay their
cards on the table:

da machte der dann auf, als ich zur bestellten Zeit da war, und
dann holten die tatsichlich die bertihmten Klappkarten, von denen
man ja immer gehort hatte. Also, jeder wusste, dass die sich mit
irgendwelchen Klappkarten an ner Kette, dass die sowas haben, ja?
Und siche da! Sie holten wirklich, der Altere holte wirklich sowas
aus der Tasche, sagte irgendwie: “Hauptmann so-und-so”—ich
glaube, es war irgendwie vom Dienstgrad her Hauptmann So-und-
so—*“wie Sie sich bestimmt schon gedacht haben, sind wir eben vom
Ministerium, vom Ministerium fiir Staatssicherheit ...”32

[They opened the door when I arrived at the specified time, and
then they actually brought out the famous folding ID cards you’d
always heard about. So everyone knew that they had something like
that with folding cards on a chain, right? And lo and behold! They
really did, the older man really did take something like that out of his
pocket and somehow said: “Captain so-and-so”—I think it was some-
how Captain so-and-so in terms of rank—*“as you’ve probably already
guessed, we’re from the Ministry, the Ministry of State Security ...”]

Kolbe describes this as both a moment of revelation and a moment of
confirmation: the Stasi reveal themselves, but at the same time confirm
existing stereotypes and stories about how they dress and behave. We see
a diminishing level of certainty in Kolbe’s recollection, perhaps reflect-
ing the complex workings of memory. From his perspective in 2021, it
seems to Kolbe that it was obvious that these individuals were Stasi offi-
cers; however, as he recounts his actual behaviour at the time, there is an
acknowledgement that this knowledge was intuited, but uncertain.

Bernd Wagner was older than Moog and Kolbe when the Stasi
approached him to work as an informant and already active in the unof-
ficial literary sp