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4. FFor the People or with the People? The
Difticulties of Communal Democracy in a
small town in Saxony

Cordia Schlegelmilch

M paper on the continuities and discontinuities in the local politics of a
nall town in Eastern Germany is based on a wider-ranging feld swdy
Wi study stands i the tradition of the “datly-Tife-approach™ (Schiitz
nh My general goal is to analyse the changes in a typical small town
b Tormer GDR after the fall of the wall Tuse a qualitative approach
Sy nonograph reconstiucting two levels ol social reality and combin-
apthient: a) the objective structure of the lile-worlds ina small town and
e anstormation in the course of history and b) the perception and
salerpretation of the social reality by the actors themselves, How' did
du nhabitants of Wurzen experience their past and how do they inte-
anile the present social transformation into their personal biographies?

I the course ol the leld study, 1 conducted approximately 200 qual-
dalive. biographically-based interviews with the residents of Wurzen
the mierviews are supplemented with information Irom olher sowrces
Ibe local newspapers, regional historical macerial, expert interyiews and
whotos, Ulived Tor over a year in the tows and 1 sull visit there olten

One ol the chatacteristies ol research Tocusing on the changes in
Fatern Genmany is that 1t has concenlraled, with only u lew exceptions,
hihe sociul and political movements of the time in the urban areas of
alin. Leipzig and Dresden and the general economic. social and politi-

il deselopments in the GDR leading up to the (all of the wall. Howcever,
disenphasis on global, general deveiopments tends o distract from the
il that there wete very different regional developments feading o the
rehtical changes in the GDR, and the resulting forms of social conllict
i the focal Tevel were also regionally quite dilferentiated. Further., in the

wise of the local political reorganization a number ol regional difler-
wees appeared. Observing processes of local change requires a miethod
dut Lakes into account the history of events and the regional comparison
e is important in light of two factors: sludics now indicate that the
eelitical changes in the GDR were a) spontancous and unplanned and b)

-.
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decentralized “from below’, driven by manifold local initiatives covering
a wide range of very helerogencous social, professional and political
mterests. Lintend o set the results of my local case study on the process
and structure of the political tansformation in a small town in Saxony
o a compardlive frame. The communicy study shows that Wurzen has
certain structural elements and context 1 common with other small
towns in East Germany (Bonfy 1982:115)

The site of the study is Wurzen, onc ol the oldest towns in Saxony,
located 30 ki east of Leipzig. Wurzen was a disuict capital from the
time of the GDR district boundary reform i 1952 until the end of July
1994, Wurzen had 19,000 residents and the district of the saume name
had a population of approximately 50.000 as of the end of 1989 The dis-
trict 1s characterized by a mix of agriculture, mediwm-sized industry, and
smaller compaes which playved an important roie iun the local economy

in the GDIR.

It has become a trulsm to pomt out that the uling svstem in the GDR
had premodern. paternalistic structures in many arcas and was character-
ized by a dense network of informal connections. Although great
emphasis is placed on their tole in stabihizing GDR sociely, few empiri-
cal studies exist which demoustrale how these social networks fune-
lioned in reality. The analysis ol the current transformation process in
East Germany often neglects the fact that certiun vaditional elements
and informal structures also play a significant role im market-economic
systems. T want to show using this community as an example that prob-
lemis of municipal self-administration in Bast Germany ate not simply
the result of difficult cconomic conditions and time pressure

I b medasim, ol s b5y Tirsi iasRaERAp A ren, Thed the créabiom of new
pofieical and velorimisfre imantatons i< nod autsmatically accomp
fpad by miesy trsediiins, fouiines, @specioigmy il quilifications. Sel
patterns of behaviour and mentalitics cannot simply be changed ot sus-
penided by et ol will o a deebariiosn, (0 cpenies (99200l 9] )

= My secamd thesis 1y that certmn, very specific focal raits made 1h
democratization process in Wuizen especially difficult

3. Thirdly, continuity i1 local politics since the GDR era should not be
dismizsed w tempamey, Instend fornier potterms of political behoayioor
ey Bommsnize with elements of o poliicil calinre tha could mlso b
considercd typical of West German towns. (See also Neckel 1992
Berking 1995)

4. Fousthly the puclismentary: sysieme in West Germany s ineireasmgly

cribiciged. Darene, thil hese same peiflems - will ocour evier miore Tre
quently in the East All in all, the local political relations in Wurzen
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Hter the system change display a remarkable batance between conti-
anity sud ehange, Thus Winzen reflects general as well as regronal
Claracteristies of the current situation in Bast Genoan munieipalities
1 wonhd hist ke o roughly describe the municipal relations In Wurzen
tetore the dall of the Wall. There is a saying in Wurzen which goes:
Wiitsen statts with o "W and is thus at the end of the alphabet. This
cocl e had some effect when the authorities were distbuting lunds”
1w 195 GDR district reform made Wurzen into the district capital. The
clicimestative reform led ironically (o a significant resteiction in munici-
1o aminisuative power. Not only Wuarzen, but the municipalities in
wanial beeame more dependent on state funds. The distributton ol state
touls to the individual districts however depended to a large degree on
hethier these districes had so-called “Kombinate” - Although the disttict
voclinvely important with regard to its contiibution ol industrial and
cuvner goods to the economy, the central authorities which wete
spnmnibie for the SED economic policy considered the district Lo be
« vy unattactive. The reason was that Wurzen had neither a donii-
nanl ndustry nor one (hat would be typical for this disuict like lignite
wiamy of chemeals nor was it the headquarters of o Kembinat "Thus,
Wi o vwas always praised but still received less state funding than dis-
s capitals possessing these characteristics

i political-cconomic disadvantage however resulled 1 an amaz-
aaly Ineh amount of municipal self-help and inspired original ideas in
sl areas, for imstance the town's cultural life: *You sometimes have o
bucne (e state in order to help iU, was a commonty heard comment
Db mnplanned projects turned out (0 work betler than extensively
ehinned anes, [Uis remarkable how close the local elite clung wogether in
s cnse of Clerritorial ratonalization” o form a dense network of mnlor-
aul personal relations spanning all levels of society and the entre polit-

d pectrum, Inothis manner, the district was able to build housimg
viocl s cultural centers and a swinuning pool and to sponsor town lesti-
JdeJuorettospeet former authotites emphasized that their actions
s between three poles: | Their real intormal influence; 2. their
¢ lessness in the fuce of district orders and 3. a feeling of being una-
i o respond adequaltely to the demands of the cilizens. Ove can char-
e the local Teadership style as stiict yet well-intentioned. Local
vobiies was dependent o a large degree on Lhe assistance ol the local
it ovened companies. The mumcipal political leaders wanted 1o gov-
Lo the people but not with them. After all it was the state burcauc-
o amd not a democratic process which delermined the needs ol the
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people. Particular interests were not satisfied. Conilict resolution com-
mittees of the so-called “appeal system’ (Lingabewesen) which were
organized from above and weak tntermediary structures did not hide the
lack of fegality and the lack of a controlling role of public opinion, The
citizen was subjected to personal dependency in which unprediclable,
arbitrary decisions made by mdividuals predominated. Politics, Tuw and
the administration were not separated but concentrated together o lorm
a single power unit, Instead of rule of law and administrative responsi-
bility the GDR was characterized by party organs dominating a all
administrative lesels Nevertheless, one should not overestimalte the role
ol these structures nor disqualily all ¢ivil servants as incompetent and
enorant. The GDR was also dependent on expert knowledge even if ide-
ological aspects always threatencd o dommate the formal-rational ¢le-
ments, (See also Meuschel 1993) Morcover. increasing  economic
presswte led o a new Jaw, which starting in 1985, granwed local authort-
Lies more mndependence (e g . in finances)

The stite monepoly in the cconomy meant both rigid soctal control
3 ¥ g

and patronization ol the citizen but also reliel lrom and elimination off

personal responsibility, Social policy was & major component of the
pohtical peace. Its 1ole was (o assure political Toyalty and legitimacy.
Thus mainining (he quality of the municipal infrastiucture also became
the duty of local leaders: The Tinkage of state wellare (o political legiti-
macy undercut the possibility to sanction people and made state authori-
tics subject to blackmal. (See also Hanl 1992) [n a conversalion with
me, the former Mayor complatned: *We were the clowns, the state did
evervthing for the citizens, anyone could come and make demands” This
led to a sitation where despite many violations of regulations, the state
made little use of legal sunctions. This resulted in a significunt contradic-
ton: the cocraive nature of the law was especially used where so-called
fundamentals ol the socialist social and political order were threatened
However. in everyday life, law as a coercive element was hardly applied,
{Bernet [991) The high degree of personalization of power siructures
made it easier for citizens to make demands directly by appealing per-
sonally o those responsible. This would scem o indicate that state wel-
fare was not always the best instument for ruling, The local olfice
holders complained that many people who availed themiselves of state
services were ollen ungrateful or aputhetic, Yet it was not only cilizens
but also state cimployees who profited rom this siceation and included it
i their power strategies. As the lowest link in the chain, the state
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wiployvees had oty to eliminate dissatistaction 1 the populaton in
abe Loosecuie therr own power position and thus, like the local compa-
s Lo rekin their labourers, At the sume Lime. they profited themselves
ot e privilege-based economy resulung from the mformal supply
wish distnibution networks, One can summarize the system-related dis-
B tomlities as not only allowing informal sell-help activites, espe-
illy al the lTocal fevel, but also encouraging a “free rider” mentality in
sl ooy of the population, (See also Huinink 1995)

e wbvious election fraud in May 1989 led Lo a serious loss of legit-
sy ot the state institutions in the GDR. But which changes did the
wizens ol Wuorzen hope for from the incoduction of West Gernnan
sl law ? According to the local town historian the people had cer-
wio dealistic conceptions of democracy. These conceptions included
poaetool demaocracy, especially after the revolution. a wide specttum of
ntical press and public opinion and the separation of powers, Le. an
hoent pohineally independent administration. Most ol my inlerview-
Joonained they could contribuie 10 local polities i the [uwire.
Fonner Conumunist bureaucrats were conlident they would he needed, at
Lt Lo their expertise. Church members pointed Lo their long-practiced
nomnnational democracy. A counry representative claimed he had
Lanned democracy in the focal poultey club. FDP members claimed o
P Tiberal democratic traditions due o their bourgeois education
b e other hand, many now adnuit that there was more cuphoria aboul
Mo pospeets than true knowledge of whal democracy meant. In fact,
oy people who were active in the democracy movement at that time
s helieve that the democratic experiment has failed. But what was the
At i Wurzen to begin with? First ol all, the development of the
o adimistration in East Germany ook place rom the top down. 'The
sanpopalitios, in contrast to the districes. remamed intact as the lowest
stenistranive Tevel and thus represented an important element of conui-
sy e translormation process (Wollmann 19913, The town charter
perenssd by the GDR in May 1989 imuated the decentralization of the
slomsrative structures. All municipal employees interviewed were of
Looapnnon that the cange of municipal tasks and the bureaucracy
soncncd significantly, The cities were assigned a number of new

ponabalities previously taken care of by the District Council or local

VLIS

e clection results in May 1990 gave the CDU an overwhelming
ooy sind confirmed what nmost observers considered obvious. The
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cibzens movements had lost their buse m the Wurzen District and some
miembers had joined other political parties. The comfottable victory (or
the TDU led it to form a “grand coalition” with other smaller parties
(except with the PDS and at the city level excluding the Greens). This
step was justified economically by the challenge of the new start and the
lear that old political forces could reemerge. In addition the victory lor
the CDU and the coalition gave (he party significant influence in
appointing people to positions n the administration. Not surprisingly,
they preferred (o appoint party members and sympathizers, Most of
them came from the management of industrial companies and agricul-
ural cooperatives or were leachers. academics or scientists, 1n addition,
the CDU as electoral vicror appointed the District Commissioner and the
Mayor. However. this power put the CDU in a dilemuna. In the past. the
party had been an integral part of the Communist power stiuctute and
now had to sack tormer members, While most of the [ormer Communist
burcaucrats in leading positions were dismissed. many were not. In addi-
tion the lower and muddle levels of the district and town administration
were scarcely changed at all, Here 1t becomes clear that the decisive fac-
tor was not a persont’s political past bul personal antipathies or (onner
conflicts between members of the Communist party and the representa-
tives of the Block Parties. One might also assumie that there are stil
employces in the administration who could pressure the members ol the
CDU widh thetr past. The CDU thus experienced sigmificant problems of
legitimacy. The CDU justified its personnel decisions by peinting to the
general lack of qualificd personnel at the tme. ln addition, they made a
moral distinetion between the CDU leadership and the patty-base, The
pastis not the fault of the grassroots members

E now want 1o mention three additional basic characteristics of cur-
rent Tocal polities: 1, the lack of conflict in daily local politics, 2. the
contimuing authoritarian style of politics, which differentiates itsell (Tom
the former paternalistic leadership style in that it s Tess concerned with
soctal welfare aspects and 3, the lack of a critical public including citi-
7en participation and media.

The “grand coutition” did nol last for long. The SPD and the Biindnis
H¥Die Griinen left the coalition afler a short time, However, 1ogether
they do not form a cohesive political opposition, The PDS which slill
teceives a large number of voles and has many supporters, also hardly
plays a role inlocal politics, The attitude of those responsible is that the
political, economic and social transformation requires a joint cffort by
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Al political actors independent of their party political alfihaton, This
wilisle strengthens the style of polities that avoids conllicts und il hin-
o e ability of parties to present themselves as representatives of the
aaresls of panticular soctal groups. In other words, Tocal politicians still
ciender themselves o be organs of state power which rule Tor the peo-
b el do not consider themselves 10 be practising democracy. Theit
wiveption of holding office is still characrerized by chanismatic powet
aul pohicies implemented rom above. Oun the other hand, the District
Fanpmissioner and the Mayor now [eel less responsible for the well-
teang b the citizens, Ta democracy the citizens have Lo take care of (heir
< nerests. This is the argument used by the mayor to wash his hands
bocpunsibility for resolving conflicts between right and left-wing
uthis e Wwrzen. However, the ability o influence policies and the
wionul ol power resting in the hands of the citizens is still compictely

o

Ihe few people who desire open political conflicts, criticism and
abal iy the District and Town parhament claim o run a high personal
oo puisuimg these goals. They remain lonely fighters Tor justice ot
woconsidered Lo be troublemakers. In a small town ke Wurzen 1o is
ooy not advisable o light the strongest pelitical party which dom-
ot many local decisions and emplovment policies: Belore the revolu-
oo e achministrative personnel were politicully highly organized and it
o oo kable how many ol the new personnel belong o the strongest
yolcal party now, The old strategy of hiding information inhibits a
e lavtual dispute among representatives. Thus documents concern-
sonnpecling decisions are often only distributed shortly before voles
Flne foads one fo suspect thal, despite claims (o the contrary. in Wurzen
dic preservation of pelitical power and thus financial advantage 15 more
el than finding competent solutions o policy questions, [n any
v the administration in Wuarzen was recently in the headlines for
e suspeclad of drawing excessive salaries

[shincal decisions and conflicts. when they happen, sull take place
vlnnd 1he seenes: The political coverage in the local newspaper 1s lim-
ol boeports ol policy successes or politics is left out entirely. Thus, for

cury citizens little has changed, On the contrary. politics and the admin-
sanonate now less informal and more distant. They are considered Lo
e anonymous, rigid and burcaucratic. The often drawn-out deci-
nonaking process, legal uncertainties in the new adimiistration and
scvatin ol previously employed personnel teinlorces the apathy typical
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of many citizens. The hope that the transformation process would olfer
the chance not o simply adopt the organizational structures of West Ger-
many but o change these for the better was not fullilied. The opposile is
the case: Tocal polideal relations in Wurzen clearly demonsivate that sim-
ply introducing democratic mstitutions and regulations does not neces-
sarily Tead to a democratization process. The special conditions ol the
transformation process tend o increase the defects recognized in the
West. The lact that the munmicipalities are still dependent Lo a high degiee
on transter payments from the West does not contribute to rational and
responsible reflection on the possibilities of local scll-government, Here
[ want to emphasize the point that revolutions olten end not with a
change of power but with  reformation of the power elite, The power
relations are rearranged without losing their authoritarian nature, (Zapf
1966, Miiller 1991) T want to add that in this case clements of the lormer
paternalistc leadership style in the GDR have been combined with the
typical polincal culture found in small towns in Western Germany, (See
also Neckel 1992 and Berking 1995) The old, authoritarian attitudes
were casily transformed into an exaggerated concept of municipal inde-
pendence: Their motto secms o be “Now the town can decide everything
iself”, Perhaps this is why the administrative assistance from the West
wus only reluctantly uccepled. In this context the most recent territorial
reforms ol administrative units in Eastert Germany perhaps represents a
cerlain sobering experience. Wurzen has lost (he status ol a districl and
has thus expericnced a loss of its newly won municipal competence and
regional centrality.
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