An East German Distinction: Understanding Culture and Social Status in Germany’s neue Bundesländer
Kenneth McGill

U-Chicago, Anthropology

SCR Conference, UCSD (May 13-14, 2004)


In October of 1989, several weeks before the fall of the Berlin wall, Pierre Bourdieu gave a lecture in East Berlin—a lecture which is now collected in the book Practical Reason as “The ‘Soviet’ Variant and Political Capital.”  In this lecture, Bourdieu lays out three major points that would be important for the creation of an “East German Distinction”  Bourdieu’s first point is that the only challenge to the “dominating principle of domination” by which the political elite—the author specifically invokes the notion of a nomenklatura—exercise their rule is by “technocrats and especially researchers or intellectuals.”  In Bourdieu’s terms, “political capital” can only be systematically challenged by “academic capital.”  Within political capital, however, (and this is Bourdieu’s second major point about the project of an East German Distinction) there are a series of internecine struggles of a particular type, struggles that are bound up not simply with power as a uniform medium of social domination, but with particular forms of power and prestige which are linked to lifestyle and, we can assume, to some dimension of the judgment of taste, no matter how debased by the repressive forms of power exercised by the state.  Bourdieu’s third point—one that in retrospect shows an uncanny foresight—is that there are serious barriers to the creation of alliances between the holders of academic capital and the genuinely dominated manual workers and minor state bureaucrats, groups uniquely susceptible to the siren song of “the capitalism of the refrigerator, the washing machine and the Volkswagen.”


Before I go into a more detailed analysis of how Bourdieu’s brief sketch of this project might help us begin to imagine a set of new anthropological and sociological projects (and it is important to note at a conference like this that this sort or project would—like much of Bourdieu’s own work—blur the line between at least those two disciplines) centered on the culture of distinction in the DDR and in the post-DDR portion of the now unified Germany (an area generally referred to as the neue Länder), I would like to lay down a few of my own criteria for such a project.  

First, such a project must attempt to account for both the DDR through 1990 and the neue Länder beginning that same year.  The project of an East German Distinction should not be confused with an attempt (one which is already being made by numerous other academics) to account for the “Wende” in East German politics.  We cannot simply assign this object of “East German distinction” to the past—as we shall see, it continues to exist today in an important structural way.  Second, the project would have to take into account the historical specificity of academic institutions in Germany, where (as Bourdieu notes, citing Norbert Elias) intellectuals originally set themselves up in opposition to court society, rather than as subservient to it, as they did in France.  While forms of complicity between political and academic power going back at least to Leibniz and Friedrich I are perhaps not so simple as to be characterized as constituting a blatantly “oppositional” relationship, there is an important point here about the complex and tense interrelation throughout German history of political legitimation and academic critique.  Third, this project will have to engage with the text of Bourdieu’s Distinction in a deep critical way, asking how his account of Kantian aesthetics helps to create the notion of judgment with which and against which actors align themselves in various ways. Bourdieu argues that we can achieve a sociological analytic of the way in which individuals value cultural goods based on a Kantian analytic of judgment—but this contention remains a questionable one.  My solution to the conundrums that the Kantian notion of judgment creates for a sociological critique of cultural production involves a return to the text of Kant’s Critique of Judgment, my reading of which I discuss very briefly below.

*


Keeping in mind these caveats, what does the notion of distinction per se tell us about the East German context?  I want to begin with an example from Wolfgang Engler’s book Die Ostdeutschen [The East Germans].  Engler, himself an Ostdeutscher (although he problematizes such labels), builds his book around a series of insights into East German culture that culminate in his theory of the DDR as an arbeiterliche Gesellschaft—a “worker society” to compare to “bourgeois” or “court society.”   Following the work of the literary critic Katrin Rohnstock, Engler analyzes masculine beer bellies in East German context as a sign that indexes both sexual potency and a certain relation to manual labor.  Engler theorizes that, although workers were politically disempowered in the East German context, they were (in an important way) culturally hegemonic.  Men in particular were given to imitating a particular masculine, workerly corporeal hexis, significantly involving the unashamed and exaggeratedly masculine enjoyment of food and beer.  Moreover, Engler reasons that such a cultural marker signs effectively in the East German context precisely because consumer consumption provided so few opportunities for distinction.  Social distinction in the East German context, Engler seems to argue, tended to settle in bodily and behavioral attributes.


For Engler, the notion of a “worker society” allows him to explore certain unique historical forms of social distinction—forms of distinction which are often diametrically opposed to today’s cultural hegemony in Germany and therefore easily overlooked today.   The evidence for this cultural hegemony that Engler gives us is, however, perhaps to unnuanced to be granted a real sociological validity.  In making his case about the cultural dominance of “worker-ly” forms in the DDR, Engler points most conspicuously to a 1973 survey made by the government of the DDR entitled, “On the Social Structure of the Working Class.”  When asked whether they belonged to the working class, this survey showed the following results for the affirmative response: 92.5% of workers in the basic production process said they were members of the working class, compared to 86.8% of those in support capacities, 99.3% of master craftsmen, 87.3% of administrative employees and 79.3% of top-level managers.  That an identification with the working class was substantiated overwhelmingly across occupational classes is perhaps unsurprising given that the survey was being carried out by an appendage of the “worker and farmer state.”  


Rather than questioning these identifications or the legitimacy of such evidence, however, it is perhaps more important for me that I first place such questions about identification carefully within the larger study I am proposing.  The project of an East German Distinction would not ask simply about identifications.  If for no other reason, the concept of judgment seems to stress the immediate, unmediated apprehension of cultural objects, rather than the mediation of  such objects by this or that identity.  Indeed, identity seems to provide a very unsteady sort of basis for building up an understanding of social judgments of distinction, given the way in which claims of identity tend to presuppose the monopoly of identity on unmediated social relations.  What Bourdieu, building on Kant, makes clear is the necessity to explore the aesthetic valuation of objects as a moment of non-mediation that is built into the logic of human action.  To allow identity of one sort or another to have its full sway would be to eclipse partially the momentary, fragmented and in important ways imaginary unmediated nature of social judgments.


While it is important to remember that such moments of judgment are importantly constitutive of cultural life, not merely a derivative of durable dispositions and identitarian agents, I would not wish to give the impression that an examination of cultural distinctions is somehow merely an investigation into aesthetic judgments that do not have an important sociological aspect.  While this is much the point of Bourdieu’s work, we can find the same notion in Kant, who discusses a special relationship between interest (that most thorough of sociological categories) and aesthetic judgment.  In order to expand Bourdieu’s project and to move it beyond its original context, an explanation of how aesthetic judgments of social distinction involve precisely a certain sort of interestedness that is performed rather than foundational.  Kant claims that a judgment about the gratifying nature of an object “is not grounded on any interest, but it does bring an interest forward.” [KdUk, 1.1.2]  It is this tentative—again, in some sense performative—relationship of aesthetic judgment to social interest that is central to a sociology of distinction.   Moreover, this relationship does not have to be limited to the sorts of aesthetic objects (classical music, sports, etc.) that Bourdieu considers.  By examining how sociological interest is performed in even the most seemingly non-aesthetic situation (a political meeting, a casual conversation, a decision about how to work), we also concern ourselves with sorts of distinction that may be of special pertinence to the East German context. 


As for this particular context, it seems first worth saying that the intersection of political and academic capital is an important site for our investigation, just as the intersection of economic and social capital was for Bourdieu in his “most French of books.”  In the few moments left, let us first consider the notion of academic capital.  While such capital might be embedded in academic degrees and university appointments, we must clearly be also concerned with the circulation of forms academic reasoning, with the ways in which specifically authorial relations play a role in constructing the social field of academic capital.  And because the (admittedly quite limited) notion of academic capital seems to indicate some quantitatively gradable substance, we should explore how it exists in minimal as well as maximal amounts.  We should ask what it means to be the minimal holder of academic capital, i.e. to be constructed as the subject of academic power.  It is important to note here that while political power and academic power may be divergent near the top of the East German social hierarchy, these two forms of power can coincide in important ways near the bottom of the social hierarchy.  As a working hypothesis, we might say that the experience of academic capital by the working class in the DDR is perhaps best summarized as a form of potent Bevormundung (paternalism)—a relation wherein one social group makes a clear claim to speak for another group by combining forms of academic and political power.  

We have to take this relation of Bevormundung seriously on the macro-social scale—as it helps to mediate state ideologies, for example.  But we also have to take this relation seriously as a part of everyday verbal culture.  Verbal culture in the DDR was marked and in the neue Länder is marked by an intense (to use a somewhat regrettable military metaphor) Clausewitzian-Gramscian “war of position.”  In this cultural formation, verbal relations call for the performance of an interest in delay, skepticism or avowals of ignorance on the part of holders of lesser academic capital, a strategy which functions to prevent the construction of powerfully paternalistic meaning by the holder of greater academic capital.  The response to Bevormundung also involves the generation of forms of counter-academic capital—relations of Ehrlichkeit (sincerity) and Eigensinn (“adverseness,” or perhaps the somewhat unusual English locution “frowardness”) that often discussed but rarely analyzed by German social historians.  While they are only sketched here, the dynamics of academic capital and its inversion are essential to the project of an “East German Distinction.”

Finally I want to make a brief remark on my first “caveat” mentioned above, the one regarding the continuity of this project through historical frames occurring before, during and after the East German Wende.  Particularly regarding German unification, we have to recognize a sort of colonizing dynamic moving from west to east, especially in and through the subsumtion of the East German Mark by the West German Deutschmark in 1990.  A sort of cultural colonization to match the more institutional forms has no doubt also occurred, one which a number of anthropologists and cultural critics have begun to discuss.  However, we cannot simply assume that the colonizing culture has remained untransformed.  A complex historical process has occurred, one that has caused the disappearance of both “East Germany” and “West Germany.”  The former East Germany has moved into a new historical space, one that allows for more historical continuities—especially in the form of social distinction—then might have been previously expected.
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