After the Wall: Reconstructing and Representing the GDR
Report on final discussion from Workshop I, 17 April 2009

Review

The group reviewed the network’s aims in the light of contributions from our keynote speakers and our earlier discussions. It was agreed that the network should aim to observe critically the way other groups remember and reconstruct the GDR, with a view to analysing these different ‘GDRs of the mind’. Many of the ‘Erinnerungsgemeinschaften’ we had mentioned (victim groups, groups of ex-Stasi officials etc) wished to instate their own partial truth as the whole, and this was something we should challenge in a spirit of genuine enquiry, without ourselves becoming a homogenising force. In order to do this we would need to approach these different Erinnerungsgemeinschaften in a spirit of openness, asking the basic questions of who, why, and how, and being explicitly aware of our own different standpoints and approaches in dealing with this material. 

This focus on approach led to some discussion of the constructivism / determinism debate, and the question of where we as individual network members / as a network stood on it. There was some agreement that certain victim groups are trying to construct an identity based on victimhood, but that in other cases communities, for example of generation, are being imposed on writers by scholars who find generation a useful  category, despite the writers’ own evident desire to be treated as individual artists. Ansgar Nünning’s concepts of Erzählgemeinschaften, Erinnerungsgemeinschaften and Wertegemeinschaften were also discussed in greater detail to assess how helpful they might be to us in future discussion, and it was generally felt that they would be useful working concepts as long as we retained a sense of them as fluid, imagined communities. In this context we also considered the issue of the psychological need some east Germans feel to be part of an east German history even if some aspects of it were outside their direct experience. The example of the Gedenkstätte Hohenschönhausen was cited as a place of ‘plural authenticities’ which allowed visitors to ‘remember’ something they had not in fact experienced by means of emotional identification with the former inmates who lead the tours of this institution. (We hope to have one of these guides present at our third workshop on remembering the GDR as a political dictatorship). 

 In the light of Susannah Radstone’s contribution the question of what we mean by ‘After the Wall’ was discussed, with a suggestion that we need to consider different ‘afters’, ie. shifting periods in how the GDR is remembered.  It was suggested that we might see the fall of the Wall as a process rather than an event, as the Wall can be perceived as falling very slowly in political terms. We also reviewed SR’s question of what a ‘memory studies’ approach might enable and indeed disable in our work, and felt it was important that we should integrate a political approach into our deliberations and consider institutions as well as cultural artefacts, since up till now cultural memory studies had tended to focus on high culture. In this context we also discussed the ‘fact v. fiction’ dichotomy which was felt to be potentially very productive but also possibly problematic for our work (as history v. memory). 
Ways forward

· We felt the network could still be expanded by including representatives from other disciplines, eg. Art  History, Architecture and Sociology (AS and DP to investigate). 

· It was suggested that future speakers might include someone from a Landeszentrale für politische Bildung from one of the new Bundesländer, or from the House of Terror in Budapest. 

· The text based discussion had generally been found useful, and members were keen to continue it at later events.
· Suggestions for the network website: this should contain a detailed report of the first workshop for the benefit of all, but especially members who had been unable to attend. It would be particularly useful to have Susannah Radstone’s and Ansgar Nünning’s contributions available for reference.
· In addition the website should contain a directory of members’ research interests and an archive of film material. AS asked members to send her contact details and brief research profiles; any other suggestions for website content would also be gratefully received.
· Workshop 2 on Evoking the GDR Alltag (6-7 July in Bangor) would open with a session reflecting on issues raised during this workshop – possibly with some work in progress in which members show how they are integrating the memory studies approach into their own work.
