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2. The Nomenklatura of the former
German Democratic Republic: A Report

on a Study in Progress'

Y. Michal Bodemann

In 1992, when [ first proposed a study on the situation of the East Ger-
nian Nomenklatura, | argued to my granting agency, the SSHRC,
npproximately as follows — I am quoting here from the summary.

. Cases of suicides of members of the former GDR elite on one hand,
and instances on the other where former local SED partly secretaries
reemerged, shorly after the mvolution m the GDR, as heads o
hranches of major West German banks, a8 representatives of Westem
firmes i the East o in imponsnt political positions s e guesio
T the Eist Germman elite overall is adjusting o s fall from prividege
mned power, 1t s suggested here. informed by classical ehite theomnsts,
ity Chagrano Mosca, thar the downfall of clites is rurely complete
and that, even where individuals are disgraced, their kin may well suc-
ceed holding on to privilege and power. This is not, however, a ques-
tion of the ‘will’ of the old nomenkiatura alone They dispose over
cultural, social and economic resources that may be most useful to the
‘new masters’ from the Wesit the Western elite may thercfore be inter-
estedd im setting up elements of the nomenkfatene bs (part ol ) the new
elite in east Germany, The life history type. in-depth inferviews, Tre-
quently conducted over more than one session, will attempt to address
this guesticn

b i omore genernl terms, we must osk, what contributions could or will
the old elite make to the slowly fusing 1wo societies: in Germiny, The
privieet will therefore attempl ta identily what econemic, social and
enlturad capital 15 an the disposal of the old elite, what moles the old elite
seighbourhaods, and exvlusive social contacts in oiher spheres of life
ure st playing wodiay and how Gunily and wider Kin hed are being
miobilised sl redefined teday. Like all alites, the GDR womentlatinn
was the beater of state ideology. While ideological hegemony has
passed to the West German establishment, are there ways in which the
ol sremnerrkletiera washis uble 1o transfer into the world ol their polit-
cal opponents some of ity prominently sriculated old vilues such as

iliddarity.” different nttitides w0 social ineguality/class, lesure, ee?

o« [.ike most elites, the old socialist elite was by no means homogeneous.
This project attéms o identify some of the prmcipel fctons in the

Lite aned will 1y oo find out owhether the sdapuation processes within
these different groups have varied; ie, which elite elements have
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greater chances of preserving elite status in the new German stale, and
which have experienced the greatest fall froem privilege and power

. Only a few years after the collapse of the Wall, rudiments of new lead-
erslifr wre beginming to evolve, alben very slowly indeed; the present
leadership vocuum is responsible for arbitmry brepucratlc measines
ab the lecal level, withdrmwal of many mio the privare sphere, and in
purt for widespread  snomie among the vouth. This was visibly
expressed in the brotl pogeons directed against asylum seckers and
the nse of outhoriscien right-wing panties especially in the Eust. To
study the hehaviour and the prospects of the old elie 15 therzlore a par
beularly wrgent and impoertant sk with very few - asually promment
= exceptions we know very e obo the behaviour of the old elie
ir_IEI-IJ there are virtually no research results available on this question so
ar

From this summary of the grant proposal, let me briefly address some

important aspects that are referred to within

i 1 retermed to the sarvival of the old elites. It wis seemingly apparemt,
wngl we heand about it ot length in newspaper reports how the old elie
beveed well an the pust, in exclusive resorts; and also thiat, excepting iis
sl prorinent figores, thatit hid survived well oo the new nge. not
In the least, by accumulistimg property. Economics minister Chinge
Multag was said 1o have recerved the finest elecironics equipment for
his use from West Germany, and there was the case of Hamy Tisch, the
erslwhile leader of the FDXAB, the GDR s trade union federion, whe
was accused of having diverted substantial Federation funds to finance
the reconstructton of bis cottige: there were reparts afver the Wende
about high othicials of the Central Committee of the SED or SED panty
seuretaries in e country who very early on had been given hish il
agenul positions with large banks such a3 the Dresdnes or Dentsche
Bank, snd the cone of foriner high mnking officias who were now in
pasts it the msurunce basiness bus become viclually provesbial, [ was
abso appurent that elites would not only survive by shifring 1o the econ-
ey, ey itight on ocoasion even survive m politics as well, such as in
the case of Gregor Gysi, son of 4 pramment member of the old SED
Polithure who becume ledder i the newly Toemed PDS, the successor
to the SED ond thot party's vist dssets, ool in thi Tenst in termis of s
menthership, Or the cise af Premier Stolpe of the land of Brunden-
burg, formerly the Protestant church's major negotitor with the Easi
Crerminn authorties who was beld by them in greut esteem; Stolpe bl
Jusl been re-elected by am nstontshusgly high margin i the recent Land
elections.

b. these observations are confirmed by the classical literature in elite the-
ory, especially Gaetano Mosca. With Mosca, I asked (1) how after the
revialution 1o the GDR — the devolution of power awoy from the old
elites — how the old elites would be treated and how they would Behave
i the sociopolineal system of their former opponents — and o wht
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puient they could again achieve elite positions, Aceording: e Moscs

(Wl 14938:330, elites arechomctenyed Tiest of all by their wealth

and their “moral and intellectual’ capacities.
In terms of more contemporary theory, we can define elites as groups of
indlividuals that dispose over exceptional resources in terms of eco-
nomic, social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984) in a given society
'I'he social and the cultural types of capital are particularly interesting 1o
s here: social capital represents the entirety of resources that are
devived from social ties and mutual recognition, ties which define who
belongs to the group and who does not (Bourdieu 1984:114 f); in the
area of cultural capital, we are interested in the forms of objecrified and
al fncorporated cultural capital: the objectified form as the way in which
cultural production has been materialised, and incorporated capital as
(he cullural dispositions and competencies thal have been internalised by
clite individuals in the course of socialisation,

But Mosca takes us to a number of further questions: (2) Can the old
nomenklatira still maintain a degree of internal solidarity today? Dd
¢lite kinship networks develop in the past-I was thinking here of occa-
sional media reports concerning Margol Honecker's clan~and what 1s
happening to these networks now? What roles do old neighbourhood ties
nlay both in the old elite residential neighbourhoods and in summer cot-
tage colonies” Which associations (e.g., hunting clubs) continue to be,
or are coming (o be their meeting points? (3) Does the objectified cul-
heral and social capital of the old elite, then, continue fo be efficacious
todey? The elite category includes high incomes 1n the technical/eco-
nomic sphere—for example, former leadership posts in the industrial
Kombinate that are now converted into capitalist management positions,
It also includes special and sought-after qualifications characteristic of
(he GDR such as language skills uncommon in the West (e.g., Russian,
Arabic, Vietnamese, Chinese), old contacts in the former East Bloc and
certain developing countries. Apart from these aspects, actual economic
resources of the old elite, primarily real estate, must also be considered
ity an important asset in the new system.

Concerning Bourdien's ‘incorporated cultural capital’, we should
nsk more generally, (4) to what extent do the cultural and social skills
wegnired under socialism support survival of some old elites in the new
all-German and particularly the new East German elite? These skills —
apain very much a concern of Mosca — are largely transmitted through
the family context (Mosca 1939: 423f): (a) the elite personal habitus —
the ‘view from up high,” an elite self image and collective self confi-
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dence; higher expectations set upon oneself and upon one’s children, (b)
the ability to mobilise resources by means of networks based upon kin-
ship or quasi-km ties, parocolarly of the type shaped by patron-clientage
I real-existing socilism.

A noteworthy element in Mosca's elite theory, reminiscent of the
Gramscian concepl of hegemony, is that of the “political formula:’ ever Y
ruiling class articulates its own ‘mora] and political principle” (e,
Muosca, 39: 62 Clearly, the nowmenklarura has lost its hegemany, but
elements of s "political Tormula® will have surviveds(5) Are frapmons
of stafe soctalist wheolagy, its values and pracrivey, becoming integrated
thie the mew societal framework? Such values include “sofidarity”, “con-
sideratencss,” women's stronger roles in employment, different CERiCep-
bons about dlass and social equality, particular  amiiudes  owiards
techiology, other bureavcrat practices. etc.) Numerous gxamples from
the Eastern Linder, wod u distinclly 'Eastern” air, visible especially 1o
Hrandenburg, suggest this is indeed the case, IF this can be shows in our
research, 1t would lend greater, strength to Mosca’s thesis that at the ide-
ological level as well, parts of the old elites tend to ‘creep into’ (Mosca,
1939: 414) the new sociopolitical system. Clearly, it is a fallacy to
assume that only the East of Germany is undergoing change; West Ger-
many 1s changing as well, and the question is, to what extent do the old
Eastern elites play a role in these transformations.

To what extent do they in fact play a role in any of these transforma-
tions? I must confess, while my two East German colleagues were duly
impressed by my grant propasal — they also very subily, very silently, but
very stubbornly seemed 1o be somewhat seeplical and wnhappy with it -
amd perhinps even surprised about my naivetd, | could not figure out why
| stocted the project in earnest m 1993 — the grant i not I:‘-u:;-u :_|'.-'..'._||'.|J-;_:|!
as yel, but I iried to gather and transcribe interviews as best as I could
with limited resources. We almost always conducted the interviews with
two of us present, typically myse!f and an Eastern interviewer, then. The
questions the two of us asked were rather different: Their guestions
lended toogoin the direction of what it was like in the pre-Wende days -
oflen these guestions tumed into mutual reminiscences by my coliabora-
tors and the interviewees. My colleagues also tended to be more inter-
ested 1n the overall question: how did things function, what went so
wrong, or the differences between East and West, then and now? And I
wondered sometimes quietly whether their questions were pertinent to
our project. I on the other hand asked them about the evolution of their
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viieer, their family and kin ties, their social life, neighbourly relations at
the cottage and at the main residence, their parents’ social background,
their children’s career, and the like. How did they socialise with other
members of the politbiiro, of the ZK, the upper echelons of the party in
gueneral, and what was life like in Wandlitz, where the privileged elite
used to live, hermetically sealed off from the rest of the world.

The answers I received puzzled me. They did not fit my expectations
wnd the SSHRCC proposal at all. This ‘became clear already with the
very (irst interview, with EH., a philosopher at the Academy of Sciences,
e member of the Central Committee of the SED. T asked him about his
informal social contacts to other members of the nomenkiatura, and it
became apparent that these contacts were virtually nonexistent. Even
(hough they were addressing each other as comrades and using the
[nmiliar Du, there was very little familiarity in these contacts to begin
wilh, they were extremely formal instead, even when they met each
other at one of the central committee’s secluded resorts on the isfand of
Riigen or eisewhere. It was evidently impossible to start friendships on
(hese occasions, especially outside one’s own sphere of work and below
o above one’s rank. KK., an econcmic adviser to Glinter Mittag,
iesponsible for the economy, told us how he worked closely for over 25
yeins with Mittag, seemg him on an almost daily basis, and yet never
being invited, or inviting him, to his home, Sociabtlity, such as the pro-
verbial and important birthday parties, were normally held at the office,
during working hours, and even where this was outside the sphere of the
olfice in an environment where basic formalities were effectively main-
(ained. The absence of informal channels of communication, especially
neross levels of hierarchy, is also responsible for the mnability of the sys-
(em to convey direct personal experiences about a host of problems from
one fevel in the hierarchy to the other. WL, a high official in the Minis-
Iry of Finances, never a party member, with training in capitalist banking
who later worked for the Treuhand, mentioned how with colleagues at
his own rank, he could speak critically about the GDR’s financial crisis,
hut that it would have been out of the question — although they would see
cach other often — to convey his critical views to his superior, a state sec-
retary, not to speak of conveying it to that man’s superior, the finance
minister himself

As far as easy socialising is concerned, the nomenklaturu clearly was
in utter desert, T.H., who spent part of his youth in Wandlitz and as son
ol one of the most important figures of the regime, put it as follows:
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I left home in 1962, at the age of 17, [ must say, T always got along
well with my parents... I sensed thal as a child, I could not bear any
longer this privileged existence.. this was connected with the feeling,
[ had to get cut of there [TH applied to continue his schooling at the
Arbeiter-und Bavernfakultit in Halle] Because at (hat time, I already
lived for three years in Wandlitz, and I never felt at home there. It was
unpleasant to live there.. I had to get up very early to drive down
with my mother to the school in Berlin centre, it took 45 minutes...
But of course the isolation out there was unpleasant as well, also the
fact that I could not invite anyone there... Q.:weren’t there kids your
age? A: There were kids my age. We were friends, But that was only
one girl, my age then. We were friends because we both wanted to get
out of there, But she went to another school. No, I did not have any
friends there,

It emerged from interview after interview, then, and much to my sur-
prise, that the GDR elite clearly lacked what elite theory considers to be
an important characteristic of any ruling caste: the presence of dense
communicative networks and internal solidarities that go beyond mere
declarations of loyalty to given political principles. Here, we had no rul-
ing caste, but rather a narrowly functional elite, a stratum of high func-
tionaries that largely lacked an organic context. Siegfried Lorenz,
member of the Politburo as well as First secretary of the SED for the dis-
trict of Karl-Marx-Stadt, and interviewed elsewhere described his con-
tacts to his immediate superior, Erich Honecker, this way:

Before becoming member of the Politburo, I would not get to see my
immediate superior, Erich Honecker, for months. For the Bezirke
{(districts) he had his commissioners for ‘instruction and conturol’ ...
Later on, I saw Erich Honecker every week for the session at the
Faolitharo. There wos meely any occasion for longer personal miks,
and it became the custom to use Lhe wrinten form in eider 1o convey
[to him] o reguest or o problem, The respoise usually come aumedr-
ately (Lorenz, 145)
There is no question that such highly formalised types of communica-
tion would never produce a flexible, responsive, internally communica-
tive and coherent elite. Symbolic for this 1s how the upper elite sealed
itself off from the population in the residential compound in Wandlitz,
The failure of the system to encourage communicative networks not
only has much to do with the downfall of the system because it lacked
knowledge about itself; it also explains in part why the elite disinte-
grated so Lhoroughly: After the Wende and the collapse of the formal
structures in which it was housed, this elite had lost all of its embedding
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siiuctwees and it lacked effective internal networks. This is especially
npparent in relation to the question of an luxurious and privileged life
alyle becavse the point of such a life style is always that it is shared with
uthers and that it therefore creates the appropriate social milieu.

Contrary to the attempts by the media to depict a luxurious elite life
wtyle, it became quite apparent from the interviews, that such a life style
ihd not exist, with the exception perhaps of a minute number of people at
{he very top. Moreover, the mentality associated with privileged class
wtitus was absent. It was striking to see that our, interview partners invar-
hubly lived in modest apartments with the rest of the populalion. The fur-
nishings of their apartments looked little different from those of anyone
¢lse in the middle class, certainly far more modest than that of most car-
[enters and plumbers in the GDR. The only privileges they enjoyed were
lhe use of special resorts, of the government clinic in Buch, modestly
higher salaries, and in some cases government supplied automobiles. EH
[t it like this:

... Here T would be very cautious. Well, for example, not even the sup-
port of Kurt Hager got me a telephone. Where we lived, 20 m had to
be dug [for the telephone cable]. And [his superior] Kurt Hager, 1
don’t know how long, may be for 10 years, could not overcome this
huidle. [privileges existed connected to the position in the institution]
BBut not to the function. I don't want to glorify myself now, but as a
member of the central committee I had a fraction of such opportuni-
tics compared to an ordinary employee of the ZK, a fraction. I could
not—and that bothered me terribly—get my car repaired in the repair
shop of the ZK, because the Academy of Social Sciences did not
belong to the apparatus of the ZK, My membership did not help me
there at all

I'he consequence of the fact that luxurious milieus, milieus of privilege
did not develop 1s on the one hand that it further discouraged elite net-
wuorks, and on the other, that it made it very difficult to accumulate eco-
nomic resources which would have been perhaps not an essential, but
surely an important variable for maintaining an elite position after the
Wende.

But elite theory also focuses not on individuals alone, but on the
hirger family context, Would the children of the elite, who lacked the
pulitical blemish of their parents, not have had the chance 1 move into
clite positions themselves after the Wende? Here once again we have
lound very little evidence to support this contention. Since an elite
milicu never came to be elaborated, the children of the nomenklatura
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could not be socialised into it. First of all, typically, the elite status of a
‘cadre of the nomenklatura’ was a distinctly personal one; other relatives
did not normally partake of this. Our interviews show this clearly. and it
15 borne out elsewhere as well. Gerhard Schiirer, for 24 years the head of
the national planning commission in the GDR, an extremely important
position, put it this way:

Lreally huve fo sty theere with my family, Mo one in o fanily. had
been funcuonaries, My sister, my brother and my brothesin-law were
mietal workers in Barl Marx Stadi, thar s, teday Chemmieg and b
Lwickau, My children are car mechanic, Drver, printer omd physiio-
theripist, thant is people who lesd completely nomal lives. Amd also
my [mends are by ond longe ordinary people. . [ Zimméermann ond
Schier. 183)
These children, like all others evidently lived in an intensive network of
non-elite peers and left the parental house as soon as they could, nor-
mally, by getting married and receiving housing on the basis of their new
status. There was therefore very little opportunity for them to get more
closely connected to the parental environment, and the other relatives
with ordinary careers, as we have seen, also do not provide elite models
that could be emulated. The case of T.H,, mentioned above. showed this
clearly: he left the local Berlin school to join, with his girl friend, the
worker-peasant faculty m Halle, and from thereon, pursued his very own
career as a natural scientist. It was widely noted in the upper echelons —
E.H. pointed this out to us — how children of upper elite parenls espe-
cially tended to pursue careers as natural scientists. Middle class posi-
tions, in other words, that were distinctly apolitical.

In sum, the GDR failed to constitute its nontenklatura in any way as
a stable, self-perpetuating elite; this explains not only the almost instlan-
taneous disappearance of the nomenklanira, but also the extremely rapid
collapse of all major party and many state nstitutions sometimes within
days or weeks after 9 November. Even the politburo dissolved within a
month of the collapse of the Wall,

These are some of the internal reasons for the almost complete dis-
appearance of the old elite, but the external reasons are of the greatest
relevance as well. Even if we grant that the GDR elite was a highly
atomised elite of functionaries, the question remains why they fell from
power completely and why they did not reassume leading positions in
the united Germany. They unquestionably did possess skills and knowI-
edge and many did have the clear interest and desire — as was again
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apparent from the interviews — to participate in rebuilding the East, even
an paut of a united Germany.

The answer is simple: As Rosemary Will from the [aculty of law at
Humiboldt University has put it, the old political elite has been summar-
Hy viiminalised mostly by the powers in Bonn, with the assistance, how-
ever, ol some of the dissidents from the short democratisation period of
the GDR - This criminalisation has taken a number of directions, Best
known is Lhe criterion of Stasi association. What would have been incon-
rvable with Nazi organisations in West Germany is being pracused on
members of the Stasi and other GDR institutions: the mere membership
in these organisations stamps one as guilty, irrespective of the possible
pressures that might have lead someone to join, and irrespective of the
lepal acts someone might or actually might not have committed. In the
ik, the mere Staatsncihe, proximity to the GDR state, considered a state
ol mjustice {Unrechtsregime), was sufficient to drastically cut pensions
amd permit firings, including the summary dismissal of the entire diplo-
ninlic staff even in those cases where sympathies to the West were well
hnown and appreciated even before the Wende. In the economy, on the
mbher hand, where the political argument could as a rule not be applicd,
the dizectors of the old Kombinate and other leading personnel were
wsuitlly let go because the firms themselves were taken over by Western
cumpanies and then often shut down, Indeed, the elimination of the elite
minl of a broader spectrum of highly trained personnel was pursued with
all possible means, especially where political arguments would have
heen difficult to establish. As Claus Offe has put it aptly,

Chapter 19, section III of the appendix to the Unification treaty con-
tains an ingenious mixture of ‘political” (personal) and ‘technical’
{institutional) justifications for disqualifying someone from his/her
ey, fin] s the process of o political purge of the staff pool behind
the argument of “techmcal” incompetence and declives the polinicil
nnacceptability ol a person 1o be only secondary, In the German case,
(he ‘technical” argument is particularly far reaching because the pro-
fessional skills of enlire colegoeries of employeess (for exampie o the
bzl fuedlel, pabdie adiministraton, o the social amd Dbl aces of the
universities) have largely been made obsolete by virtue of the funda-
mental restructuration of the poelitics, society and culture of the GDR.
l'or this reason, a clearly political purge of the personnel in the public
seelor is less visible and less controversial than in other Eastern Euro-
[rean countries, (Offe 1994:2081)

In short, the nomenklatura mostly on blatantly political grounds, and
miuch of the highly educated labour force in the public sector for, as they
vlmimed, rcasons of reorganisation was eliminated from its positions in
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the East and replaced by Westerners. The Eastern elite, on the other
hand, due to its internal weaknesses as a narrow functional elite. was
unable to mobilise and represent its interests effectively. In the inter-
views, when we asked how they organised Lheir lives today and how they
related to the new political system that was imposed upon the East, we
found basically two reactions. One reaction was that of complete 1ejec-
tion of the political domain and of any political commitment altogether:
The other, more frequent reaction we found was where our interviewees
had begun to associate and meet regularly in circles of acquaintances or
with former colleagues, or where they sought to creatc a sphere of socia-
bility for themselves by participating in local PDS meetings, or with the
committees for justice that sprung up three years ago in the milieu
around the PDS. All these milieus clearly present an outlet for the frus-
trations, the sense of alienation from the new Germany and anger against
the ‘western coionisers’.

Indeed, this deposed elite has long begun to create a ‘culture of
resentment’ which is also reflected in the strong showing of the PDS in
recent elections. As Rosemary Will concludes, they are from a genera-
tion which has not only borne the burden of the German division, but
which now, as the lost generation, has to ‘bear the ¢ost of German unifi-
cation.” As long as this generation and the elite that stems from it is
being excluded from all political, social and cultural participation, they
will increasingly find themselves as the mouthpiece of Eastern discon-
tent.

Egon Bahr, the moving force and brain behind the Ostvertréiige and
Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik has put the finger on the problem in a compar-
ison with the West after 1945, Bahr argued, no matter how morally prob-
lematic we might find it, it was Adenauer’s greatest accomplishment that
he managed to incorporate the massive membership of the Nazi Party
and much of its lower-level leadership into the new democratic Ger-
many; 1t was his accomplishment that he succeeded in reconciling the
varicus fractions with each other Such a reconciliation, he contends, and
I concur, has not been achieved with the elites of the former GDR, with
grave possible consequences for a continuing, and deepening division
inside Germany for years to come, Our interviews and the deep anger
and resentment they convey clearly points in that direction.

Notes
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