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Negotiating Culture and Belonging in Eastern Germany:
The Case of the Jugendweihe - A Secular Coming-of-Age Ritual

Anselma Gallinat

Abstract

This thesis 1s concerned with the dynamics of the socio-cultural change following the
reunification in eastern Germany. It explores questions of continuity/discontinuity
using the Jugendweihe, a secular coming-of-age ritual, as its pivotal point. This ritual
goes back to the nineteenth century but was used as a socialist state ritual during the

GDR period, a fact which lends a number of problems to its current practice in eastern

Germany.

An exploration of the different identities which the Jugendweihe takes on in the public
discourse and in the discourse of the institutions organising the ritual shows how it is
perceived on these different levels of culture. The results from this exploration are
compared to the individual experiences of participants in order to reflect how
individual perception differs from institutional master narratives. In order to gain
insights into changes in the perception of the ritual which may be related to the loss of
the socialist cosmology after 1989, this investigation includes the analysis of both the
modern and the GDR Jugendweihe. Due to the ritual’s nature as an ‘educating’ rite of

transition this study is linked to the notion of the person.

The analysis also takes in account the question of an existence of a particular eastern
German identity and culture. Material drawn from life-history interviews 1s used to
illustrate how eastern Germans establish their identity as based on past experience and
an attachment to their socio-cultural and physical environment. The study of a
particular life-history shows that both the expernience of a ‘muffled feeling of
belonging’ and the rhetorical ‘East German’ identity depend on the dynamics of GDR
society, which allowed for the coexistence of a grass-roots culture, containing its own

values and practices, and the official ideological discourse. This point leads, finally, to

a re-consideration of anthropological concepts of culture.
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Introduction

Chapter One

Introduction

1.0. Introduction

This thesis addresses the question of socio-cultural change and continuity in post-
soclalist eastern Germany. ‘Socio-cultural change’ is a very broad term and certainly
needs clarification in light of the case which this thesis explores; other points that need
consideration are the identity of the researcher and her personal position in relation to
the data and the argument that is outlined in this study. However, before I introduce
the reader to this argument and the field research, I want to say something about the
way this project came about. This is in keeping with the structure of the thesis, in
which the reader i1s taken through a similar process of discovery to that which the

author experienced during the three years of working on this topic.

1.1. Why eastern Germany? '

I am from eastern Germany.' However, although I lived in the GDR, the German
Democratic Republic, with my family I, or rather we, were never really a part of GDR
society. Both my parents were Protestant pastors, my father even held an
administrative position within the church. The fact that we were Christians excluded
us from much ‘ordinary GDR life’; the majority of GDR citizens were atheist. More

importantly, we excluded ourselves by being overtly critical and aware of our

' The phrase ‘eastern Germany* will be used to refer to the contemporary eastern part of the united
Germany. The phrase ‘East Germany® is employed to describe the former German Democratic
Republic; it therefore identifies the socialist state and society which existed between 1945-1990. This
distinction is made in order to prevent confusion but also in order to be as politically correct with
regard to modern Germany as possible (see further chapters). Similar terms are used to describe
‘eastern Germans' and of course ‘western Germans® and ‘western Germany‘ in contrast to the term
‘West Germany‘ which again refers to the period before 1990.
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surroundings. This was certainly the case with regard to the politics and actions of the
state or the authorities. My parents would not go to elections, for example, they were
constantly aware of the state security police but also critical of what could be called
‘ordiary citizens of the GDR’, those people who would go to elections, would take
up party membership and more or less follow the state’s guidelines.

My brothers and I were brought up in an atmosphere where the family was not
really inside but also not really outside of GDR society. As the youngest I grew up
feeling less concerned by this situation than my brothers. My parents wanted to avoid
my getting into similar situations at school as my brothers; situations where they
would think one thing but have to say another. I therefore was allowed to join the
socialist children’s organisation the Jungpioniere, Young Pioneers, at the age of
seven. Three years later I advanced to a member of the next higher pioneer group, the
Tahlmannpioniere. However, 1t was clear that I would not have taken the step that
followed after this; I would not have become a member of the youth organisation
FDJ, free German youth, and I would not have participated in the socialist coming-of-
age ritual, the Jugendweihe, youth consecration, regardless of the consequences this
refusal might have had for my future. However, ‘history accelerated’, as Hann puts 1t
(1994), and I was never forced to defend this position. Two years after the Fall of the
Wall I celebrated my confirmation at home while others were debating whether the
ritual Jugendweihe would survive in post-socialism. However, this position of myself
as an eastern German does not yet explain the reasons for my choosing eastern
Germany for my Ph.D. thesis.

What fascinated me about the GDR was the way in which a leading elite
constructed a whole apparatus of education in order to teach an ideology that sought
to maintain the power of that elite. The coming-of-age rite Jugendweihe, youth
consecration, was such a means of education and indoctrination in the GDR. It 1s a
secular transition ritual that is celebrated in eastern Germany at the age of fourteen. In
the GDR the Jugendweihe was a socialist life-cycle ritual that was used to encourage
the young people to be loyal to the state and to instruct them in Marxist-Lemmnist
ideology. Although numbers of participation dropped considerably after the Fall of the
Wall, from about 170,000 participating teenagers (above 90%) during the 1980s to
about 50,000 in 1992 (Gandow 1994:5), the Jugendweihe regained popularity in the

2
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mid-1990s and currently encompasses about sixty per cent of the young people in
eastern Germany (field work data). This ritual is a good indicator of social change in
more general terms because it always served different purposes for different groups;
as far back as the nineteenth century. The Jugendweihe is highly flexible, as chapter
two will show.

However, it also seems plausible that the constant discussions at home about the
development of things and their consequences, in the form of political and social
processes, discussions, which not only shaped our life in the GDR period but even

more so after 1989, strengthened my feeling that certain questions needed to be

addressed in depth; possibly in a scholarly fashion.

1.2. The intentional idea

My family maintained its insider-outsider position after the Fall of the Wall. Now the
main topics of conversation were criticism of the unsatisfactory management of the
past, and the apportioning of guilt and responsibility. Critical attitudes towards former
‘ordinary citizens’ became even stronger among many Christians and other former
oppositional groups. The continued existence of the Jugendweihe, for example, was a
great annoyance to0 many, to say the least.

My position, however, was slightly different. Having been brought up less
critically aware than my brothers, I felt more sympathetic towards other GDR
citizens. I had also lived in western Germany for quite some time and possibly gained
some distance to the developments in the eastern part of Germany.

When I started this research project on the ritual Jugendweihe and its changes
with relation to the Fall of the Wall, two things were clear in my mind. One was that
the ntual had been a means of oppression in the GDR which made its further existence
problematic; the other was that life in the GDR had necessitated certain compromises
and strategies among its citizens, and that these cannot simply be condemned. I
wanted to show that although ‘seeming’ compliance took place, this compliance was
part of a life-strategy that enabled people to deal with a totalitarian regime without

utterly compromising their self-esteem. I hoped that such a work might contribute to

3
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an understanding between the different fronts that sometimes appear 1n eastern

German society. With regard to anthropology I wanted to show that culture is

adaptable and flexible, much more so than is often argued.

1.3. ‘Culture’

Eastern Germany is a ‘transitional’, ‘post-socialist’ society. It can therefore be
considered in the context of the works of Hann (2002), Berdahl (1999; 2000),
Verdery (1999) and others. These works, by their very choice of terminology indicate
that the dominant feature of post-socialist states is change, or transition. This means
ultimately that these works would challenge the traditional, largely restricted view of
‘culture’ as reified values and concepts. However, this does not always appear to be
the case since what is usually discussed is the issue of ‘social change’ rather than that
of “cultural change’. Although very engaged and thorough, most of these analyses
remain focused on one specific issue. That issue can be memory and remembrance
work (Bohlman 2000, Ten Dyke 2000) or (ethnic) identity (Berdahl 1999b; Platz
2000; Verdery 1999) and others in a similar vein.?

This thesis uses a more holistic approach. I will trace social change on two
levels of society or culture over the time of the Fall of the Wall. Using the eastern
German coming-of-age ritual, the Jugendweihe, as the pivotal point, I will compare
the institutional discourse on this ritual to the personal experiences of participants
before and after the Wende. This exploration will show how and where culture
manifests itself: does culture consist of reified concepts in an institutional or public
discourse; or 1s it life-experience practised at the grass roots level of society, or may
we possibly find it somewhere between the two poles?

Discourse, 1n this sense, describes the whole of the texts that the organisations
offering the Jugendweihe produce, in order to advertise, or justify the practice of the

ritual and their other activities. This discourse will be seen to be underpinned by a

* Verdery’s (1996) and Berdahl’s (1999) work are rare exceptions at present. Verdery, however, also
concentrates on the public and political sphere and lacks the level of personal experience that will be

addressed in the thesis.
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cosmology, this cosmology encompasses all ideas, world views, value systems that
form the basis for the argument that is visible in the texts. With regard to the texts of
the Zentraler Ausschuss, central committee, which organised the ritual in the German
Democratic Republic (GDR throughout), this cosmology is the Marxist-Leninist
ideology, or socialist ideology. I will use the term ‘ideology’ in this thesis in order to
refer to the Marxist-Leninist ideology that was propagated by the GDR state.
Ideology will be regarded as a discourse mainly concerned with forms of knowledge,
their relation to class structures, class conflict, class interest, modes of production and
economical structures (Kress 1985:29).

The question this thesis explores 1s how the Jugendweihe survived and how the
process of adaptation to the new social and political system affected the ritual and 1ts
different elements. In the case of continuity 1 will ask why certain elements remained
unchanged during a process which resulted in the disappearance of the entire
cosmological background of the ritual, the socialist ideology. How can we explain the
survival of a cultural attribute which seems to have been deprived of its cosmological

anchor? This point leads us back to the question of culture and cultural change.

The concept of culture has long been discussed in Anthropology;, with regard to
its definition but also, consequently, its very nature. How does culture, taken to mean
‘an historically transmitted pattern of meanings ..., a system of inherited conceptions
expressed in symbolic forms by means of which men communicate... and develop their
knowledge about and attitudes toward life’, work if we take into account individual
creativity and change (Geertz 1973:89)?

In a recent article Carrithers subsumes the different positions in Anthropology
that deal with the notion of the person and the relation between the individual and
society (Carrithers 2000:356-379). Carrithers identifies two leagues of
anthropologists; on the one hand there are those anthropologists who take account of
the holistic social whole; these ‘hedgehogs’ (for example Geertz 1973, Dumont 1966)
focus on the great difference between the ‘them’, the non-western societies, and the
‘us’, the modern societies. This group is faced by those anthropologists who are

concerned with many ‘little things’ carrying out detailed studies of individuals that
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show that cultural norms are not adhered to as generally as the other group often
argues (Wikan 1990; Mines 1994).

Using two life stories, one from India and one from eastern Germany, Carrithers
argues that culture cannot be reified. He asserts that underneath the well-known hard
surtace of values and norms there is a much more smooth and fluid base that makes
up ‘culture’ in everyday practice. Carrithers uses the notion of landmarks, which
Halbwachs suggested with regard to memory (1992:41-189; especially 175), arguing
that cultural values exist as signifiers for behaviour and action but that they do not
determine the final action. They are mainly ‘known through their use’, which is
usually rhetorical (Carrithers 2000:371). This notion allows Carrithers to describe the
creativity with which Petra, his eastern German informant, encounters the changes of
society around her. Her life-story shows how she mixes old and new values and

thereby creates a new value system by herself.

This notion of culture as landmarks, or culture as schema, culture as metaphor,
has been voiced by many anthropologists during recent decades. The underlying idea
1s similar for all three concepts. Cultural norms, values etc. appear in a reified form,
and in this form they are known and can be reiterated by people. Everyday life and
individual behaviour can, however, differ markedly from these norms without causing
any distress for people. Culture is therefore much more fluid and flexible than 1ts first
appearance suggests.

The idea of the existence of schema, long fashionable in cognitive anthropology,
suggests that some form of blueprint for cognition and behaviour exists in culture
(D’ Andrade 1992:23-44; 1992b:47-58; 1995). These schema are “‘cogmitive structures
through which interpretations of the world are made’ (D’Andrade 1992b:52). They
are ‘internalised’ (D’Andrade 1992b:56) and have motivational force (D’Andrade
1992:23-44). Since they are abstractions they are flexible and allow for a range of
possibilities: ‘different individuals internalize different parts of the same culture in
different ways’ (D’ Andrade 1992:41). This coupled with the fact that schema can also
be created out of themselves (D’ Andrade 1992b:54) means that different schema exist
in culture simultaneously which might contradict one another. A similar concept to
this is that of the habitus that was developed by Bourdieu (1984; 1977). According to

Bourdieu a habitus - ‘a system of durable transposable dispositions’ - 1s acquired by

6
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experience (Bourdieu 1977.72). Once acquired in early childhood this habitus,
‘underlies the structuring of school experiences’, these experiences then again slightly
change the habitus, which, in its changed form, underlies then again the structuring of
any further life experiences: ‘a habitus, understood as a system of lasting, transposable
dispositions which, integrating past experience, functions at every moment as a matrix
Jor perceptions, appreciations, and actions’ (Bourdieu 1977:87;83; emphasis in
original).

Another theory that is closer to the field of linguistics than that of cognition is
the idea of culture as metaphor. The notion of metaphor has been most strongly
argued for by Fernandez (1986, 1991). The idea focuses on the communicative aspect
of culture and sees culture as rhetoric that is applied in conversation while every
participant of the conversation is aware of the fact that the terms entaill much more

than the mere vocabulary. It is therefore another way of bridging the gap between

reified norms and everyday practice.
Fernandez argues that metaphors are inherently important in ‘expressive
culture’ for a number of different reasons (1986:30-70). Taking account of metaphors

would, for example, be of great help in understanding symbolic behaviour since:

The elementary definition of metaphor (and metonym) from which one should work i1s
the predication of a sign-image upon an inchoate subject. The first mission of metaphor
1s to provide identity for such subjects. (Femandez 1986:31)

Metaphors call on certain characteristics of the subject which they describe; this
set of characteristics, though 1t may overlap with it, 1s not the same as that which
describes the subject literally (Fernandez 1986:37). It 1s by the other associations a
metaphor encompasses that it suggests a movement: ‘they move them [inchoate
subjects] about effectively by adornments and disparagements’ (Fernandez 1986:39).
The main point of Fernandez’ argument is that in ‘expressive culture’, meaning
culture as spoken and performed actions, metaphor is used constantly because it
defines otherwise undefined or under-defined subjects by incorporating ‘them into a
domain of objects and actions whose 1dentity and action requirements we more clearly

understand’ (Fernandez 1986:45).
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I will return to the discussion of culture as landmarks, schema and metaphor in
the final conclusion and try to position our findings within the different

anthropological concepts. For the moment I will concur with Kondo who points out

quite rightly that:

Culture .... 1s no reified thing or system but a meaningful way of being in the world,
mseparable from the “deepest” aspects of one’s “self’- the trope of depth and interior
space 1tself a product of our own culture conventions. These cultural meanings are
themselves multiple and contradictory, and though they cannot be understood without
reference to historical, political, and economic discourses, the experience of culture

cannot be reduced to these nor related to them in any simple isomorphic way. (Kondo
1990:300-301)

Apart from the very important argument Kondo makes here about the relation
between culture and experience, she also points out that the anthropologist 1s
intrinsically linked to her fieldwork in a very personal way. This fact, which is
commonly known in Anthropology, 1s turned into a strong argument when the
anthropologist works ‘at home’. In such a case self-reflexivity becomes even more
important than usual (Mac Donald 1987:120-138; Weil 1987. 196-212), this kind of
fieldwork has recently even been called ‘auto/ethnography’ indicating that the
researcher writes herself by writing the social. The next section will describe the
fieldwork which the author of the thesis carried out and discuss the ‘problem’ of
working ‘at home’ by attempting something like an ‘auto/ethnography’: ‘a form of
self-narrative that places the self within the social context’ (Reed-Danahay 1997:9).
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1.4. At home?

In October 2000 I went to Schonebeck in Sachsen-Anhalt, Germany (east), in order
to carry out twelve months of fieldwork. My plan was to conduct life-history
interviews with a number of adults, including a more detailed section about their
experiences of the Jugendweihe. Furthermore, I was going to conduct interviews with
teenagers about their modern Jugendweihen. 1 would also carry out participant
observation of everyday life in this part of eastern Germany and I would of course
observe the rituals during the coming spring. The rituals themselves were the second
branch of my inquiries and necessitated my working with those organisations who
currently offer the Jugendweihe. These organisations often have their main offices in
the main town of the federal country. This was the case in Sachsen-Anhalt, I therefore
needed to stay close to Magdeburg. Living in the smaller town of Schonebeck I had a
direct train connection to Magdeburg;, a journey that lasted about twenty minutes.
Situated 1n a rural area but close to the bigger town that also hosts a university, I was

able to observe life in Sachsen-Anhalt in two environments, the rural and the urban.

1.4.1. The place

Schonebeck consists of four different parts: Felgeleben, Salzelmen, Frohse and the
city itself. The place where I lived was situated in Felgeleben which 1s a village that
has been absorbeded into the town. The town has about 30,000 inhabitants in total
but, like the whole federal country, it faces the loss of many of its young people, who

move away to areas that offer greater employment opportunities.

If you take the train from Magdeburg to Schonebeck the first thing you notice
are miles of abandoned factories alongside the rail tracks (fig. 6). Most of these
belong to Magdeburg but there are just as many around Schonebeck. Once you leave
the town, however, the view is that of miles of huge fields, one next to the other
without any natural or artificial border to separate them apart from disparate
peninsulas of trees in the middle of some fields. The country is so flat that you can see

the horizon and you are able to make out streets in the far distance where matchbox
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sized cars drive through the country-side. This is how the Magdeburger Boerde looks
(figs. 7, 8).

The region Boerde is distinguished by its high quality soil. In the 1950s the
Boerde carried the best soil in the whole of Germany, the area was therefore used
mainly for agriculture. Like Madgeburg, however, also Schonebeck possessed
Industry during the GDR period; mainly heavy industry and mechanical engineering.
Many of these factories have been closed down and their ruins beside the train tracks
are mnemonics materialised in the landscape. There is, however, still industry in both
towns, but to a much reduced extent. Unemployment is therefore high; it hovers
around the twenty per cent mark.

It you turn your attention away from the window and to the inside of the train
you might notice the accent of your fellow passengers. Although the regional dialect
1s relatively close to high German, it is nevertheless noticeable and noticed. It is a Very
mellow and melodic accent that turns the stream of words into a smooth and constant
flow that seems to disregard sharp consonants. By lengthening certain vowels it
creates emphasis and communicates evaluations. It is spoken by most people who
grew up 1n the area to a greater or lesser degree.

If you want to go into Felgeleben you will leave the train one stop before the
main statton in Schonebeck. I say ‘stop’ consciously since you cannot really call the
patch of green grass along the train lines where you will find yourself a station. A ruin
of a small hut that might once have hosted a conductor’s office is visible on the
opposite side. The signs around you are, however, new and inform you in bright blue
letters that this 1s your destination. From there you will walk down an uneven,
cobbled street. Someone on a bike might cycle past you, usually an elderly man or
woman, someone might also cross your way walking and will inspect you curiously.
People know one another here and strangers are easily recognised.

In the next street on your way, which 1s newly paved, you might notice the red-
brick-schoolhouse with huge, yellow paper flowers in the windows. Depending on the
time of day there might be children playing in the courtyard, young children playing
football on the street in the afternoon or there might not be anybody, leaving the
school and the street calm and quiet. If you asked anyone about the school house they

would tell you immediately that it 1s supposed to be closed down and all young
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children will have to attend one of the big schools in nearby Schonebeck: a fact that is

considered a great loss. Already now there are only four groups at this school. one for

each school year, who are taken care of by four teachers.

After taking a left at the next crossing and walking along a street that lacks a
pavement and seems rather dangerous because trucks might go around the corners at
considerable speed, you come to another crossing and now you are almost at the
place where I lived. It is the big white semi-detached house right on the left hand side.

The landlord of this house is a young man, who lives in the right half of this
house with his wife and two children. This part of the house encompassed two more
flats which were also occupied by families. The left side was similarly separated into
difterent flats on three floors. Two of these flats were taken by relatives of the
landlord, his wife’s mother and brother. Right under the roof there was a four room
apartment which he had wanted to let to four students. This flat was finally shared by
a young Japanese lady who was going to study music in Magdeburg and myself The
house was very social and possessed a communal atmosphere that embraced everyone
who lived 1n it. All inhabitants shared the back garden and if you sat in this garden
during the afternoon you could get invited to someone’s coffee-table or you would
have a conversation with the landlord who was smoking out of his bathroom window.
Most importantly, you could always borrow utensils from any of your neighbours.

There 1s not much more to Felgeleben than this. Along the main road leading
into Schonebeck there are more houses, a small shop, a hairdresser and a florist. Some
lanes branch off from this road and lead into small housing areas. The city of
Schonebeck provides a similar picture of a housing area that lacks basic communal
facilities. Although there are huge department stores placed around the city, partly
situated in industrial areas, there is no central market place. The former market place
in the city-centre looks abandoned and lonely. Many of the houses around the place
had to be vacated after 1989; the ownership went under review. There are streets with

shops and areas with new houses in Schonebeck and you often find newly renovated
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buildings next to damaged and grey houses, which gives some streets a ‘patchwork

look’. However, on the whole the town has a grey and often desolate appearance.’
There I was, in the middle of a village attached to a smallish run-down town,

close to the big town of Magdeburg living in a house with people who were helpful

and very social. Now I only needed to find ‘informants’.

1.4.2. Making contacts, meeting people

Although I was in a village, this was still modern Germany, where people do not hang
out together doimng their chores in public but either disappear to a distant work place
or hide behind closed doors. 1 was well aware that making contacts was the most
important thing to do once I had arrived.

I did this in two different ways. Since I was not only interested in the
Jugendweihe, but more generally in eastern German identity and all that it entails, I
contacted memorial associations in Madgeburg which were concerned with the GDR
past. Through these links, however, I gained only a small number of useful informants
since most of the people these memorials work with were too old for my research
project.

I then, of course, contacted the organisations that provide the Jugendweihe.
Initially I tried to find interviewees through these orgamsations. Nobody, however,
reacted to the leaflets that described my project and provided contact details and
which the employees of the office, which organises the Jugendweihe in Schonebeck,
handed out for me. In the end, it was the contacts that I was able to establish
personally which proved to be the most fruitful.

In order to get to know people and spend time with them I joined three groups.
One was a local choir in Schonebeck, the other a volleyball club in Felgeleben and the
third a karate club in Magdeburg. The choir practised once per week and consisted of
approximately fifty members of nearly all age groups. The upper forties and above

nevertheless constituted the majority in this choir. I most easily made friends with

3 This is apart from the suburb Salzelmen. This former place of salt production was restored recently
and now possesses a 1920s style park, a cure centre and other facilities. This small part of the town

differs distinctly from all other parts of Schonebeck.
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those members who were in their thirties, they were regarded as the ‘young

troop’ in the group. I spent time with these people not only singing but also at parties
and other festivities; and I became close friends with some of them.

The interviewees that are mentioned in later chapters are people I met at the
choir, at the karate club and also through the Jugendweihe organisations and one
parish, two people I met through family contacts. I contacted two or three directly by
phone. This might sound like a disadvantage but I found that it made little difference
to the conduct of the interview whether 1 knew someone well or not; how much they
would tell me depended to a greater extend on their character. All the interviewees
were granted a confidential treatment of any information they would give me. I made
clear that their names would not appear in the thesis nor in any following publication.
All the names used to identify the different speakers in chapters 6 and 7 are therefore
synonyms. The most interesting observations, apart from the everyday participant
observation, 1 nevertheless made in the choir and in the house where I lived.
However, some interviews, and also the everyday fieldwork soon became stressful; 1

will outline in the next section why this was the case.

1.4.3. ‘Anthropology at home’

The concept of ‘anthropology at home’ (Jackson 1987) applied in the most literal
sense to my work. Not only do I come from Germany, I actually come from eastern
Germany and even more interestingly I grew up in a small village just ten minutes
away from Felgeleben. Although my family had moved away after six years of hiving
in this village my father had returned there some years later and was living there while
I did my field work.

I anticipated problems settling down in close proximity to family members.
People might associate me with my father and therefore have certain expectations.
These expectations could regard my work, meaning the kind of work I did, as well as
my personality, but also my relation to them. If they were good friends with my father
they might expect me to be favourable towards them. The greatest problem I saw was
the fact that my father was known as a man of the church. Many people I wanted to

talk to, would, however, not be Christians and might actually be very cnitical of the
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church. I knew that many people in eastern Germany took a suspicious stance
towards religion.

As 1t turned out, my initial silence about my family relations was utterly futile.
My landlord’s mother-in-law only needed a few days to work out ‘who’ I was and
‘where I belonged to’. I was quite upset that my “secret’ had evaporated so quickly,
but I also realised that in this way she could put me into a context; I belonged here, 1
had ‘respectable’ family relations (she was catholic) and was therefore accepted. This
was certainly an advantage. However, when she introduced me to everybody we met
that same evening at a community meeting as the ‘daughter of Dr. Gallinat, you
know?’, I felt uncomfortable. After this initial period, however, this fact never was an
1ssue again. Although this lady was able to connect me and to see me in the context of
"being at home’, many other people did not.

Despite the fact that I was in the region where I had spent my childhood most
people did not see me as the ‘insider’ I was supposed to be according to
anthropology, quite the opposite. Here was a young, attractive woman in a desolate
provincial town; a student who did not live in the nearby university town. And the
subject she studied was the greatest mystery of all: Social Anthropology did not mean
anything to anyone.* However, not only was my ‘occupation’ contested, many people

could not connect me to a place either.

Many people I met were initially convinced that 1 was western German: 1 did
not speak the regional accent but high German; I was not clothed according to local
conventions, I was at umversity. This all pointed to some cultural or intellectual elite
which they associated with western Germany. When I told them where I was from 1
was usually regarded with disbelief or wonder. Especially when people heard further
that I had been at a western German university and now studied in Britain, my place
of origin did not count any more. I was different, out of the ordinary, out of their
horizons, un-locatable. However, this never caused any great problems for my work;

most people were friendly and would give me much leeway regarding my opinions

and behaviour since I could not know ‘the local customs’. At the same time, however,

* 1 spent nearly half an hour at a disco once with an admittedly rather drunken young man, who was

convinced that I either did History or Sociology; Social Anthropology was not part of his concepts.
The day 1 left an elderly friend, to my greatest surprise, wished me the best for my future studies in

medicine.
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I was not fully included and felt I was standing aside.’ This is the ambiguous position
of the researcher which inevitably results from conducting ‘participant observation’.

Observation will always restrict all participation. I therefore agree strongly with

Cohen and Rapport who write:

Unless contemplating their own navels , the very nature of their [ethnographers’]
enquiry means that anthropologists are never ‘at home’, for their enquiry consists in

asking questions, or in making questionable what those whom they study do not
question... (Cohen and Rapport 1995:10)

Fieldwork ‘at home’ can be even harder than fieldwork abroad when research
and family life become indistinguishable, and when the researcher finds herself
alienated from her social surroundings while expecting to be ‘at home’.°

Greater problems, however, occurred on a different front; in interviews with
people who were not just ordinary citizens but former supporters of the GDR state. 1
had wanted to talk to such people to hear about their opinions and I had intended to
view them respectfully, even sympathetically. However, when I left houses where
people had told me that ‘they had had a good life in the GDR, and the educational
system was not oppressive apart from sometimes and that they had not liked the Fall
of the Wall’ I sometimes felt physically sick. Even harder than these interviews proved
to be those I carried out with former ‘victims’ of the GDR state at the memorial in
Magdeburg. These interviews were highly challenging and psychologically stresstul.
Both these situations showed me that I could not just strip off my ‘oppositional’
family history but that I was still judging people’s behaviour according to my own

morality. This situation was quite similar to the dilemma Herzteld describes:

.. people I liked, I thought, should not hold such unpleasant views, while as an
anthropologist I should not feel so repelled by these views - especially i people I liked
(Herzfeld 1997 170).

5 One time at the choir a lady was about to drop a typical eastern German punch-line but stopped
when she noticed that I was listening. Since I knew it I finished her sentence smiling brightly to
indicate that I did not mind such things. She may have hold back because she 1dentified me as a
Christian, or as semi-west German. The joke was about western Germans.

¢ For a discussion of the ‘insider/outsider dichotomy" see also Collins (2002:77-95).
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Herzteld overcame this schizophrenic feeling during his fieldwork and so did I
(for the most part). I tried to remain aloof and look at the material with the distant eye
of the scholar, using secondary literature to challenge my own views. My personal
experiences as a child and teenager in the GDR and also as a researcher in
Schonebeck have, of course, made their way into this thesis. In particular I developed
a sympathy towards many ‘ordinary citizens’ even though I often disagreed with their
views. Some of my friends came to feel my criticism during the period of fieldwork.

In this thesis I attempt to give credit to both; the oppressive nature of the GDR
institutions but also the view of the ‘people’ and their ways of dealing with the
situation, which does not always mean compliance, as I will show. This, coupled with
my research and my personal position as a marginal member GDR society, shape the

argument of this thesis.

1.5. The structure of this thesis

As 1 pointed out in the beginning, the structure of this thesis 1s similar to the course of

my own research; only chapter four and five are in a different order.
Chapter two will provide a brief overview of the history of the Jugendweihe,
this is necessary in order to understand some arguments that appear later in the thesis.

It will also highlight some of the fundamental aspects and elements of this ritual which

mark it clearly as a secular coming of age ritual.

Chapter three will then illustrate the public discourse on the Jugendweine. 1t
will show when and why the ritual comes up in newspapers and public discussion
rounds and which issues are connected to its current conduct. These frequent debates
were the reason why I originally chose the Jugendweihe as the topic of this thesis; by
their mere occurrence they prove that the ritual is not only an academic but also a
public issue. The question that remains is why this 1s so. ‘Public discourse’ refers here
to all those (written and conversational) texts that appear in the public domain, that 1s
in the media, in popular and scholarly literature and in publicly advertised discussion

rounds, and which deal with the Jugendweihe as their main topic.
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The Jugendweihe itself will then be analysed in chapter four, specifically the
modern ceremonies I observed in spring 2001. The chapter will furthermore focus on
the notion of the person that is inherent to the institutional discourse of the main
provider of Jugendweihen. A similar analysis will then be carried out with regard to
the ritual in the GDR period, in chapter five;, again I include an exploration of the
notion of the person in this institutional discourse. The Jugendweihe consists of a
public ceremony and a private family celebration. In this thesis the term ‘ritual’ is
employed at the beginning to describe the public ceremony. However, as it will appear
In chapter six, more correctly the term ‘ritual’ needs to refer to the whole of the
Jugendweihe including the family celebration, which is a fundamental part of the
coming-of-age rite.

From this ‘culturally reified’ perspective 1 will move to personal experiences of
the Jugendweihe 1n chapter six. This chapter provides information which I gathered
from the interviews that I conducted with adults as well as teenagers during 2001.
The chapter will compare this personal view of the ritual to the institutional discourse
and explore overlaps and distinct differences. It will furthermore tackle similarities or
differences that are apparent between the stories of adults and those of modern
teenagers in order to estimate whether change took place on this level of culture.

Since the Jugendweihe is distinctly eastern German;, a point that i1s made
frequently in the public debate, and since it is regarded as a part of the culture, I will
discuss the question of eastern German culture, history and therefore eastern German
identity in chapter seven. This will be done primarily via the analysis of a life-story.
The central question of this thesis concerns socio-cultural change and the adaptation
of cultural attributes. In this respect the ‘construction of coherence’ in a life-story
(Linde 1993) will show how continuity is experienced in a life through times of great
socio-cultural change. From this experience of continuity in a life I will come to the
question of how identity manifests itself in modern eastern Germany.

These explorations will finally lead to the conclusion in which I will, in the light
of what has gone before, return to the different concepts of culture. This should lead

us to a notion of culture which accounts for the phenomena of continuity and

flexibility/ creativity that this thesis highlights.
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Chapter Two

The History of the Jugendweihe

2.0 Introduction

This chapter outlines the history of the Jugendweihe in order to provide a background
for the argument of the thesis. With regard to the history of the ritual there are four
main phases that need to be considered. There is the initial development of the ritual
as a substitute for Konfirmation in the nineteenth century. Looking at this period I
will briefly consider the factors that lead to the ritual’s development and the different
purposes which it served. This section will lead up to the era of the Third Reich,
which will be dealt with briefly in the following section. The third phase that needs to
be considered is the Jugendweihe in the GDR. This section will provide an overview
of the ritual’s reinvention in 1954, and outline the main structures of the Jugendweihe
organisers. The last phase that will be considered is that which followed the Fall of the
Wall, and covers primarily the developments during 1990 and the foundation and
structures of the current providers of the Jugendweihe.

The literature that is used will therefore consist primarily of secondary accounts
on the ritual’s history. The most extensive work in this respect 1s Hallberg’s book Die
Jugendweihe (1979). The information Hallberg provides will be substantiated by other

general works on the ritual and by some primary sources.
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2.1. The Jugendweihe in its Beginnings

Hallberg traces the origins of the Jugendweihe back to Enlightenment thought. He

argues that although the ritual itself only started to develop much later the theoretical
basics were founded at that time (1979:5).

Enlightenment thought, and in particular its propagation of individualism,
caused developments in the two main Christian congregations (Protestantism and
Catholicism) that finally lead to the creation of the Jugendweihe. During the
nineteenth century some thinkers within the Catholic and the Protestant churches, for
example Johannes Ronge (1813-1887)' and Eduard Baltzer (1814-1887)°, began to
advocate a new approach to religion. Starting with the idea that the individual should
be free 1n 1ts development of faith and religiosity they advocated a less dogmatic
practice of religion than that of the main congregations at that time. Within both
churches movements came into being that took up these ideas and put them into
practice.

The Protestant movement, the Lichtfreunde, ‘friends of the 1ight’3, for example,
put most emphasis on the concept of the Holy Ghost: ‘We have a different highest
authority. It is the Holy Ghost that lives in us’ (Wishicenus, quoted in Hallberg
1979:74). The Holy Ghost was thought to be active in every person, which
consequently meant that people were capable of determining their rehgious lives
themselves. We can see how close these idea are to the Enlightenment project, and
especially Kant’s idea of the ‘moral individual’ (Lukes 1973:99-106). A quote from
Rupp, another Protestant priest, makes the point even more strongly: ‘The truth 1s 1n
the human being, and he [sic] is aware of this and therefore looks for it in himself
[sic], as long as he [sic] remains faithful to the laws of nature’ (Rupp, quoted in

Hallberg 1979:74). A similar argument for religious self-determnation 1s apparent In

' Ronge, J. 1877. Gebete, Gesdnge und Betrachtungen fiir die Frei-reformierten und Frei-
protestantischen Gemeinden. Darmstadt: Freie Deutsche Nationalkirche. (‘prayers, songs and essays

for the free-Reformed and free-Protestant parishes’)
2 Baltzer, E. 1850. Das Verhdlmis der Freien Gemeinde zu den alten Religionen besonders zu dem

Christenthume. Nordhausen. (‘The relation of the free parish to the old religions, in particular to

Christendom’) | .
3 According to Dochnert this movement was originally called ‘Protestant friends” and the term “light’

was added as mockery (2000:13).
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the Catholic movement of Deutschkatholizismus, ‘German Catholicism’, as the
following quotation illustrates: ‘The basis of Christian faith should only be the holy
scripture, the interpretation of which is free to the mind that is penetrated and moved
by the Christian Idea’ (Ronge, quoted in Hallberg 1979:68). These ideas were realised
by priests who preached them in their parishes.

These movements could not, of course, be ignored by the main churches.
During the 1840s the Catholic and the Protestant church started to ask free-religious
priests to take their leave. This often resulted, however, in a split between the whole
parish, in which the priest was stationed, and the national congregation. When, for
example, Eduard Baltzer was rejected as the new priest of the parish of Nordhausen
by the regional church council (Konsistorium), the parish council retired from their
official posts and founded the free parish of Nordhausen with Eduard Baltzer as their
priest (Hallberg 1979:74-75). The first Catholic parish the separated from the mother-
church was the parish of Offenbach in 1848 (Hallberg 1979:69).

This period of German history was generally shaped by 1deas of liberalism and
socialism which were strongly called for by fractions of the bourgeoisie. These
demands reached their high point in the revolution of 1848/1849. Political ideas were
therefore also a part of the free-religious movement and can be regarded as
inseparable from the religious cosmology of these movements (Hallberg 1979:73).
This resulted in many parishes being restricted in their activities or even dissolved by
the German government, as they were thought to encompass revolutionary

intentions.”

The two main movements of the Deutschkatholiken and the Protestantischen
Lichtfreunde merged in 1859 to found the Bund Freireligioser Gemeinden
Deutschlands, the federation of free-religious parishes of Germany. The free-religious
movement became increasingly secular during the second half of the century.
According to Hallberg their religion was based on rationality and an i1dea of God that
was mainly pantheistic. The handbook of ‘the free religion’ explains the cosmology in
this way: °... our religion does not want to be any more than the compilation of the

best thoughts that the human race has developed until today’ (quoted in Hallberg

* Compare Neumann (1990:38-41) and Vogtherr (in Isemeyer ef a/ 1939:39).
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1979:80). These secular and humanistic ideas constitute the backdrop against which

the Jugendweihe and 1ts development need to be seen.

The Jugendweihe came about as a substitute for the religious ceremonies of the
main congregations. The new parishes needed to fulfil the need for a ritual canon,
which they more or less copied from the conservative Churches during the first years
of their existence. The ritual was therefore usually referred to as ‘Konfirmation’
(confirmation) ‘free-religious Konfirmation’ and similar in the beginning (Meier
1998:96-97). Only in the 1890s was the term ‘Jugendweihe’, youth consecration,
generally accepted and applied to the coming-of-age ritual (Hallberg 1979:86).
According to Chowanski and Dreier, Baltzer was the first to insist on a new name for
the ritual in order to distinguish it from the religious rituals of the main congregations.
He proposed the term Jugendweihe’ in 1850 (Chowanski and Dreier 2000:12-19: for
a discussion see Meier 1998:115-116).

The cosmological ideas mentioned above were, of course, also taught in the
preparation course that preceded the ceremony of the Jugendweihe. These
preparatory courses were used to transmit the parish’s cosmology and world view. As
the cosmology turned increasingly towards secularism the preparatory lessons grew
more and more alienated from their original Christian background. According to
Hallberg, the main elements of the youth lectures after the disappearance of the
religious catechism were ‘universe - the world - mankind’ (Hallberg 1979:88).
Curiously enough, we will meet these three terms later as constitutive elements of the
teachings in the GDR Jugendweihe.

However, the exact nature of the preparatory course and the final ceremony
depended strongly on the person who organised them, the priest of the parish. The
free-religious movement was highly disparate and encompassed many different
tendencies. Hallberg identifies three different waves: the atheistic, the ethical and the
monistic wave (Hallberg 1979:85). All of these had a different impact on the ritual
depending on the priest’s personal inclinations. In general it can be said that the free-
religious Jugendweihen were the greatest event in the parish’s ritual calendar
(Hallberg 1979:89). They also all encompassed some form of preparatory lessons.
Because the Jugendweihe was actually a dertvative version of the religious ritual of

Konfirmation its structure was very close to the religious counterpart. Furthermore
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and in a similar fashion to Konfirmation, it was conducted when the participants were
fourteen years old, coinciding with the time the young people were due to finish
school and to start working. The Jugendweihe was therefore an initiation ritual in two

respects. It was firstly an initiation into the parish; secondly, it was a coming-of-age

ceremony and therefore an initiation into work-life.

There was another movement active in German society, running parallel to the
free-religious movement, called the Free-thinkers. This group also took up ritual
practice 1n order to increase the stronghold on their followers (Hallberg 1979:83;
Doehnert 2000:20-31). According to Doehnert, the free-thinkers started to engage in
rituals by the third decade of the nineteenth century (2000:28-30).” At the turn of the
century we also find in the labourers’ and workers’ movements strong ritual activities,
including the conduct of Jugendweihen. At that time and even more so during the
Weimar Republic (1918-1933), the ritual became increasingly connected with political
struggles which were reflected in its content. I will briefly consider the proletarian
Jugendweihe because it constitutes the tradition in which the GDR state later saw its

practice of the ritual (Zentraler Ausschuss 1986:31-41).

At the turn of the century the labourers’ movement had appeared primarily
within the free-religious and free-thinking organisations. Some decades later 1t had
developed its own organisations which took over the conduct of rituals. According to
Hallberg, in the 1920s the three main organisers of proletarian Jugendweihen were the
socialist party SPD, the proletarian free-thinkers and the unions (Hallberg 1979:135).
For the labourers’ movement and other political associations the ritual was usetul for
three reasons. First, it was a means to recruit young people. Since it included a
preparation process it was a means to teach the young people a certain world-view

and therefore to motivate them for the call of the movement. For these reasons 1t was

seen as an instrument in the class struggle by the proletarian organisations (Hallberg

5 In 1924 the free-religious movement and the Free-thinkers merged and founded the I'olksbund fiir
Geistesfreiheit. See Doehnert for an overview of the orgamisations (2000:22).
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1979:136).° A quotation from a 1927 speech will illustrate the propagandistic quality
that the proletarian Jugendweihe possessed. It will also show that the ritual is again

understood as a coming-of-age ritual that marks the beginning of a life of work; a

phase that surely has a special meaning in a proletarian ritual

Young comrades, a new phase of life is starting for you today. The circle in which you

have spent your life so far included your family, the school, neighbours and maybe
youth groups in which you spent your free-time. From tomorrow onwards your are
employees and you will stop to be children for society. The circle of your life continues.
Different and new people come into it demanding new things from you. You do not face

this life like an entirely new country though. Differently from the children of the
bourgeoisie, you have not grown up behind fences.” (Specht 1929:5)

Looking back at all these different groups that used a similar ritual for their
purposes it becomes apparent that during the time of the Weimar Republic the
Jugendweihe was a place of contestation. It was carried out by the few remaining
free-religious parishes; it was a part of the laborer’s ritual canon and was used by
different parties to recruit young people and propagate their world-view. Sometimes
some of these organisations arranged joint ceremonies. This happened for example in
Berhin in the year 1929, in Hamburg in 1930 and in Disseldorf in 1929, according to
Doehnert (2000:56). Given the number of different versions of the Jugendweihe, the
ritual can be regarded as a microcosm that mirrors the greater political situation,
which was in considerable disarray; particularly during the period of the Weimar
Republic which featured a weak government and a strongly contested political
landscape (for example Kolb 1988:34-50, 66-82). Keeping this in mind I will go on to
consider the development of the ritual during the Third Reich.

® An article in a proletarian paper argues that such celebrations are times of rest between times of
struggle and fight. They are furthermore times in which the individual can consider and think
Furthermore they are the ‘joyful experience of our social life’ (Kulturwille, quoted 1n Isemeyer et a/

1989:5).
7 All translations of German texts, including interviews, are the author’s.
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2.2. The Third Reich

Doehnert remarked that it is questionable whether we can actually speak of the
Jugendweihe with regard to the Third Reich (2000:73) since at least the rituals of the
proletarian movement, the free-thinkers, and free-religious parishes were prohibited
during this period (Neumann 1990:85-87). There appeared other coming-of-age rites
that featured a very similar structure to the Jugendweihe but whose terminology is not
clear and often contradictory. ®

There seem to be at least two different contexts in which a ritual similar to the
Jugendweihe was conducted between 1933 and 1945. There were the rituals of the
Deutsche Glaubensbewegung, a national-socialist movement that practised and
preached a new and allegedly more German religion. In this vein they also developed
life-cycle rituals which showed a mix of elements from the free-churches and older
Germanic symbols like the flame and hammer (Hallberg 1979:106-112) and used a
coming-of-age ritual for recruitment and transmission of their world-view to the
young people.

In a second version the Jugendweihe appeared as school-leaving ceremonies
which were conducted locally and independently by officials of the nationalist-socialist
party NSDAP. All these ceremonies differed strongly from one another not only in
respect to their structure but also their terminology. Martin Borman, head of the
Parteizentrale, council of the national-socialist party, theretore imposed a degree of
uniformity in ritual aspects in 1940 (Hallberg 1979:128). This decree restricted the
nationalistic coming-of-age rituals to the ceremomal celebration of the entrance into
the Hitler-Jugend, ‘Hitler Youth’, and the Bund Junger Mddel, ‘League of Young
Girls’. This ceremony was yet again preceded by a course of extensive preparation. In
this case the preparation concerned topics like Adolf Hilter’s life, the vow which was
part of the later ceremony, work and a work attitude (Hallberg 1979:133).

It is worth noting here that these initiation ceremonies were regarded as

applicable to all young people in Germany. They had a clearly tormulated umversal

® During the early nineteenth century the term ‘Jugendweihe’ achieved a very general meaning; it
applied to all secular rituals at the age of fourteen while a more specific term was used

simultancously.
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claim and were seen as a ritual of ‘commitment to the state’ (Hallberg 1979:134).

Curiously enough it was these two points that were again the main characteristics of

the Jugendweihe in the GDR which I will turn to in the following section.

2.3. The Jugendweihe in the GDR

After 1945 free-thinkers and free-religious parishes started to become active in both
parts of Germany. Many of these resumed their practices in the western part of
Germany (Hallberg 1979:96-105; Neumann 1990:88-110). The ruling elite of the
eastern part, however, soon made its objections to these practices clear. The reason
for this was an anticipation of the problems that might arise between the church and
the state 1if the secular ritual was resumed (Doehnert 2000:118; Weinzen 1984:19).
The famous newspaper article written by Stephan Heymann in 1950 argues why the
government rejects the practice of the Jugendweihe. This article could be interpreted
as an actual prohibition of the ritual. It points out that the former practice of the
Jugendweihe belonged to the class struggle, and that the success of the working class
in East Germany would render the conduct unnecessary. Furthermore, conducting the
ritual would upset the churches and the new post-war situation demanded a new and
better relation with them. The Jugendweihe had, in another sense, been practised as a
transition ritual, and according to Heymann, this purpose could be transterred to
school-leaving ceremonies (quoted in Weinzen 1984:20).

In 1954, however, the situation suddenly changed. In March a committee
presented a ‘report about the activities of the churches’ to the government. In its
second draft this report includes the statement that the ritual hegemony of the
churches with regard to coming-of-age rituals could only be broken by offering an
alternative. The report therefore suggests starting the preparation of Jugendaweihen
for the year 1955 (Politbiiro, quoted in Dohnert 2000:124). This date marked the
introduction of the socialist Jugendweihe in the GDR.

At this time other socialist states also started to conduct socialist life-cycle

rituals using them as a powerful i1deological tools. It was, however, only in the late
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1950s and early 1960s that the Soviet Union, for example, established a fixed
curricula of life-cycle rites (Binns 1980:171-185). These other socialist rituals will be

dealt with in more detail in chapter four.

In a similar fashion to Borman’s intentions for the Third Reich, the German
Democratic Republic (GDR) also planned to encompass all young German people in
the Jugendweihe. The state therefore started a widespread campaign to advertise the
ritual. It nevertheless took a whole decade until ninety per cent participation was
reached (Weinzen 1984:28) since the religious rituals proved to be enduring.

The GDR Jugendweihe was organised by the Zentraler Ausschuss fiir
Jugendweihe in der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik, Central Committee for
Jugendweihe 1n the GDR (Central Committee in the following). This Committee sent
its directions to smaller committees on lower levels of the organisation. There were
Bezirksausschiisse, district committees, and regional, town and suburb commuttees.
All of these consisted of a secretariat and a bureau of commission. On the lowest
level, there were local committees and school committees which worked together
with the director of the preparatory courses, the youth lectures (Zentraler Ausschuss
1986:27). In general, all these committees followed the guidelines that were provided
by the SED, the socialist party of the state. A new party resolution would be
acknowledged by the Central Committee and would result in guidelines for the
conduct of the Jugendweihe.

The Jugendweihe was closely intertwined with the wider educational system.
This meant that on the local level teachers would very often be involved in the
organisation and conduct of the Jugendweihen which also often took place in the
school building. The ritual was furthermore related to the socialist childrens’ and
youth organisations the Pioniere, the Pioneers, and the FDJ, Free German Youth, by
the fact that the transition from the Pioneers to the FDJ took place during one of the
youth lectures. The reason for this close connection was the role of the Jugendweihe
:» the creation of a new kind of people, ‘the socialist personality’ (Zentraler
Ausschuss 1986:177). The idea that the ritual would further the state-citizen
education of the young people was part of the very first plans for the re-introduction

of the ritual (Politbiiro, quoted 1n Dohnert 2000:124); the question of personhood
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was added in 1965 with the foundation of the ‘Unified Socialist Educational System’
of which the Jugendweihe was a fundamental part (Fischer 1994: 165).” This intention
of ‘shaping socialist people’ had significant consequences for the content and
structure of the ritual; both of which had to ensure a proper socialist education of the
participant. This ideological indoctrination was carried out in three different phases:
betore the actual ceremony, during the ceremony and afterwards. I will briefly outline
in the following section how this was done.

In a similar sense to its predecessors, the Jugendweihe of the GDR
encompassed a course of preparatory lectures. The number of these changed over the
decades, as did their content but the basic idea remained the same. There were about
nine or ten lectures which took place over a period of six months, from October to
May the following year. During this time the young people were introduced to basic
tdeas of Marxism-Leninism, the history of the GDR and its economy. During the
1950s questions of history and science were still much stronger than purely
1deological questions, which increasingly gained in importance during the 1970s and
1980s." This preparation would finish with the public ceremony of the Jugendweihe
in May. This ceremony consisted of a number of ritual actions which were bound
together in a ‘cultural’ entertainment program; music, dancing and the recitation of
texts. The ritual actions that carried most ideological meaning comprised a speech
which could be delivered by any person of some public standing, a vow and the
distribution of gifts: a book, flowers and a certificate. The speech and the vow were
regarded as most important in the Jugendweihe by the organisers. Both elements
belonged together, whereby the speech should outline the meaning and purpose of the
vow and relate it to the current political situation and the personal experience of the
young people (Zentraler Ausschuss 1986:141-146).

The vow was at the core of the ritual. It was changed three times over the
course of the years. The first vow that accompanied the introduction of the ritual in

1954 was changed four years later because of the further progress of the GDR’s

® Rodden agrees that education was foremost a means to shape ‘the new socialist human being’

(2002:38,130).
10 gae Urban and Weinzen for a good basic account on the development of the different ritual

elements (1984:40-97).
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ideological self-positioning. After the change it included the phrases ‘workers and
labourer’s state’, ‘socialism’ and mentioned the Soviet Union (quoted in Weinzen
1984:58-59). With the second constitution of the GDR. in which the state established
its independence, the vow was changed again in 1969 to its final form which no longer
mentioned a united Germany, and which used a strong ideological language, as
chapter five will show. These vows were intended to foster the bond between the
individual and the state by obliging the young people to be loyal to the socialist
society.

The educational process continued beyond the final ceremony in the guise of the
keep-sake book which all participants received during the Jugendweihe. Like the
preparatory youth lectures and the vow the book also underwent many alterations.
The Central Committee 1ssued three different books in total. The first book, Weltall-
Erde-Mensch (first edition 1955), ‘The unmiverse - the world - humankind’, was
revised numerous times and appeared in a number of different editions until 1t was
replaced by Der Sozialismus-Deine Welt, ‘Socialism - your world’, in 1975. This
book entailed more ideological teachings including topics like socialism, the state of
GDR, with regard to her history and current economy, history according to Marxism-
Leninism and also the notion of the person. This tendency towards an ideological
textbook for young people increased in the last keep-sake book Vom Sinn unseres
Lebens, ‘On the meaning of our Life’, from 1983

The ritual Jugendweihe was a highly contested object in the ongoing struggle
between the churches and the state in the GDR. This was so not only because of the
quality of indoctrination which the ritual obviously possessed but also because of the
means the state used in order to ensure a high rate of participation.” The Central
Committee put strong pressure to participate on children and parents via the schools
but also at the work place of the parents. Simultaneously the Central Commuttee
always claimed the Jugendweihe would be voluntary. Word of mouth combined with
experience nevertheless had it that failure to participate might result in a imitation of
the future life-chances of the young person (Griese 2001; Doehnert 2000:133;
Gandow 1994:41). By the end of the 1950s the evangelical church theretore refrained

11 For the struggle between the churches and the state see Urban and Weinzen (1984) and Fischer
(1998).
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from open opposition to the Jugendweihe and took on a stance of disagreeing
acceptance (Fischer 1998:239-243). Young Christians were allowed to do
Jugendweihe and Konfirmation to secure their future prospects. However, this was
only accepted by the churches under the presumption that the Jugendweihe would
merely pay lip service to the state. This resulted many Christians doing the
Jugendweihe at the age of fourteen and then celebrating Konfirmation a vyear later
They would emphasise the Konfirmation with a family celebration.

Despite the resistance of the churches, the Jugendweihe became one of the
biggest events in GDR society with a participation rate of 95% in the early 1970s
(Weinzen 1984:28). Its conduct shaped the life of villages and towns for a whole
month. With regard to the families the ritual was followed by a big celebration and in

the 1980s the participants were given the following Monday off school (interviews).

2.4. The Jugendweihe and the Wende

Motivated by the developments in the GDR during 1989 the Central Committee
entrusted a colloquium with the revision of the vow, the youth lectures and the keep-
sake book. The colloquium took place in October 1989, at a time when many East
Germans had already left their country (Chowanskt and Dreier 2000:135-136). The
head of the committee, Egon Freyer, therefore publicised the Committee’s decision to
change the ritual (Jugendweihe 1989/6:24-25). History, however, moved faster than
the Central Committee had foreseen. The first issue of the magazine Jugendweihe in
the year 1990 was therefore already concerned with the question of whether, and 1n
what form, the ritual could continue to exist. In this i1ssue the Central Committee
published a suggestion for a “‘Word at the Jugendweihe’ which should replace the
vow. The proposed wording was stripped of all ideological content and kept very
neutral. It stated merely that the participants would promise to behave honestly and be
respectful to other people, that they would work for peace and protect the
environment, learn and work and continue the humanistic and anti-fascist traditions of

German culture (Jugendweihe 1990/1:2). The same issue of the magazine also
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features a number of letters that were written in response to the question of whether

the practice of the ritual, the vow and the youth lectures should be maintained

(Jugendweihe 1/1990:4-1 1). All these revisions were carried out on the basis that the

country was going through a phase of ‘democratic renewal of socialism’; the final

break down of the GDR was not yet expected.

This was the last issue of the magazine Jugendweihe. Although the Central
Committee for Jugendweihe still officially existed in the spring of 1990 most

Jugendweihen were conducted by and within the participants’ families. The Central
Committee was negotiating a possible dissolution or re-organisation at that time
(Chowanski and Dreier 2000:147) and not openly engaging in the conduct of the
Jugendweihe. The organisation of the ceremonies was therefore initiated by the
parents of participants. Either they went to those people in town who had organised
the ritual so far or they took things over entirely and held it in someone’s ltving room
(Meier 1998:8; Volksstimme 12" of February 2000:Leserservice). Numbers of
participants dropped considerably in the so called Wende-years of 1990 and 1991.
According to Gandow the numbers fell from 170,000 during the last years of the
GDR to about 50,000 in 1992 (1994:5); that is approximately 30 per cent of eastern
(German teenagers.

In June that year a new association was founded, the Inferessenvereinigung
Jugendweihe e.V., ‘association interested in the Jugendweihe’ It was renamed as
Interessenvereinigung fiir humanistische Jugendarbeit und Jugendweihe, ‘association
interested in humanistic youth work and Jugendweihe’, two vyears later. The
association 1s to a great extent based on the former Central Committee. The
Interessenveremnigung therefore showed great continuity in personnel;, it was
furthermore frequently accused of having inherited money from the former GDR
Committee and therefore of a continuity in finances from the GDR to today. '* In the
mid-1990s, however, the association had established itself and was increasingly

successful with regard to participation in the Jugendweihe. The participation rate

'2 This resulted in an investigation of the Treuhand, the department that was responsible for the
possessions of the former socialist party SPD in 1991. The Interessenvereinigung was forced to have
their finances administered by the Treuhand for two years. The Inferessenvereinigung reclaimed
their financial independence in 1993 (Chowanskil and Dreier 2000:198-206).
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slowly moved to about 90,000 teenagers per year and stabilised there (Chowanski and

Dreier 2000:259-280)

The Interessenvereinigung consists of a national association and regional
branches in the different federal countries. These regional sub-associations are
financially independent (Chowanski and Dreier 2000:151). The national association
1ssues newsletters and guidelines for the organisation of youth work and the
Jugendweihe. They also provide fliers, advertisements and publish the keep-sake book
and the certificate. The regional branches, and ultimately the local offices, are
responsible for the actual conduct of the youth work and the Jugendweihe. The rituals
therefore vary to a certain extent between the towns and villages where they are
organised.

The modern Jugendweihe bears the same overall structure as the GDR ritual
The preparatory courses, however, have largely disappeared; they have ceased to be a
fundamental part of the educational process. The Interessenvereinigung organises
youth work projects that are voluntary and open to everyone. The projects range from
dancing and make-up courses to computer courses and discussion rounds on drug
abuse, sexuality or how to open a bank account (Interessenvereinigung 2001). The
Jugendweihe ceremony still includes a speech and the reception of gifts. The vow was
discarded and not replaced. The gifts the teenagers receive are a keep-sake book,
flowers and a certificate, which are designed in accordance with the non-committal
cosmology of the association. Since the foundation of the association three different
keep-sake books were issued: Deutschland: So schon ist unser Land (1993, 1994),
‘Germany: so beautiful is our country’; Europa: Ein Kontinent und seine Staaten
(1995-1997), ‘Europe: a continent and its states’, and Die Welt in der wir leben
(1998-2002); ‘The world in which we live’. The content of these books 1s kept very
ceneral. The first two in particular were mainly atlases with maps and short
descriptions of countries and regions. The last keep-sake book Die Welt in der wir
leben (1998) pays some attention to the clientele of young readers; it includes small
text boxes that describe a typical day of a boy or girl of that particular country. This
seems to have been done in order to establish a connection to the teenage-reader ot

the book; it is also in accordance with the values this organisation teaches as chapter
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four will illustrate. The association is currently negotiating the publication of a new

keep-sake book; this book might be similar to a lexicon for young people

(Interessenvereinigung 2001:2).

The second main provider of the Jugendweihe in modern eastern Germany is the
Humanistischer Verband, the humanistic association, which was founded in Berlin in
1993." It is not quite clear where the organisations originated that finally merged to
create this association. * It seems to me that the Humanistischer Verband consisted
originally of an association of the free-thinkers in western Berlin. This group was
joined by an East German league of free-thinkers that was founded in 1989. "
Another greater part of the league merged with another West German league of
freethinkers to found the German League of the Freethinkers that 1s currently based 1n

Dortmund (www freidenker.de). This association, however, does not seem to be

involved in the organisation of Jugendweihen at the moment. '

I will briefly outline some main points with regard to the Humanistischer
Verband and its activities. The national association founded regional branches in some
of the federal countries in Germany, for example in Brandenburg, Sachsen and
Sachsen-Anhalt. In a similar fashion to the Interessenvereinigung, the national
association provides leaflets, the keep-sake books and prescribes the main structure of
the ritual. The regional branches are, however, responsible for the final organisation
and conduct of the rituals. There are quite a few differences between the rituals

organised by the Interessenvereinigung and the Humanistischer Verband. The main

point of differentiation is the name which they give to the coming-of-age rite The

13 The worker’s welfare association (AWO) also organises Jugendweihen (field work; Meier
1998:48-52), but on a smaller scale; they are also hardly mentioned in public.

14 Different accounts are given by Gandow (1994:73-74) and Meier (1998:60).
IS This league was supposed to re-enliven the ritual culture of the socialist society (N othnagle

1989/90:46-43).
16 17 1990 the Free-thinkers seemed to intend to start the organisation of Jugendweihe based on the

older free-thinking traditions (Rochow 1990:10). At the moment there are conflicting information
about this question. Chowanski and Dreier list them amongst the providers of Jugendweihen in
western Germany (Stuttgart and Munich) (2000:238). The web page of the Free-thinkers does,

however, not contain any information on the Jugendweihe apart from an article arguing why the
league does not organise Jugendweihen (www freidenker.de/jugend/FD-IVIW- htm).
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Humanistischer Verband calls it Jugendfeier, youth celebration. This name 1is
supposed to point explicitly to the secular quality of the ritual. In contrast to the word
Weihe, consecration, the word Feier, celebration, does not bear any religious
connotations. The association furthermore places itself in the humanistic tradition that
reaches back to the nineteenth century and which strongly influences their ceremonies.
They therefore stress the importance of their preparatory courses owing to their
intention to teach a certain humanistic world view. Finally, the association puts much
weight on the youth work which can take precedence over the conduct of the
Jugendfeier as we will see for the case of Magdeburg in chapter seven.

The result is a ceremony that is carefully considered and heavy with meaning, as
chapter four will show. The preparatory courses offered by the Humamstischer
Verband show a wider range than those of the Inferessenvereinigung, they include
discussion rounds on German history and the Holocaust and similar topics and also
have creative courses like painting and clay modelling. This is at least the case in
western Berlin (www jugendfeier-berlin.de/va.htm). The actual ceremony shows
similar features to the Jugendweihe (pg.27, 31). There is again an entertainment
program that is intersected by ritual actions one of which is a speech and another the
reception of a book, flowers and a certificate. However, there is another ritual action
in the Jugendfeier which does not exist in the Jugendweihe. After the speech the
participants are called on stage and sit down in front of the so-called ‘Golden Book’
into which they sign their name (fig. 7). After this act they receive their gifts. This
element is practised in all regional branches but not in the rituals in western Berlin as
they encompass too many participants by now.

This thesis will primarily be concerned with the rituals of the
Interessenvereinigung, the Jugendfeier will therefore not be considered 1n great
detail. It is, however, worth noting that this ritual stems from a different tradition and
'« therefore distinct in its conduct but also in the cosmology that underpins it. This

should be clear when considering the act of signing the ‘Golden Book” which does not

exist in the Interessenvereinigung.
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2.5 Conclusion

Looking at the history of the Jugendweihe there are three aspects that seem to be
fundamental to the ritual. The Jugendweihe is distinctly characterised as a ritual of
transition. It marks the change from childhood to adulthood. This only changed
during the GDR era when in 1949 school education was extended and the school
leaving age consequently raised to sixteen (law on the Democratisation of the German
School, quoted in Deuerlein 1966:60-62). As a ritual of transition the Jugendweihe
also has always encompassed a phase of instruction. This was recognised as a
resource and used later in order to recruit and shape young people in accordance with
a certain world-view or even political standpoint (labourers’ movement for example).
The contemporary Jugendweihe 1s secular. Although the ritual developed within
a religtous movement, it became exceedingly alienated from its former religious
content by the end of the eighteenth century as this chapter has shown. The
Jugendweihe was, from the very beginning, on the way to secularisation; it was only
invented because the free-religious parishes wanted to practise a less dogmatic
approach to religiosity. More interesting is the fact, that the Jugendweihe, a ritual of
transition but also of personhood, developed because a new notion of the person,

individualism, came about.

These two points, coupled with the fact that the ritual’s structure stems from its
religious counterpart of Konfirmation, provide the basic fundament of the
Jugendweihe. They result in a ritual structure that consists of a process of
preparation, a ceremony with entertainment, a speech, possibly a vow and
congratulations in the form of small tokens. This is the vessel which can carry many
different world-views: as illustrated by the sheer multitude of groups conducting the
Jugendweihe during the Weimar Republic. The main purpose of the ntual 1s
transmission of certain values and the shaping of young people into certain kinds of
persons. This purpose remains the same for each organisation conducting the ritual;
they underpin it with content depending on their particular cosmology.

It needs to be noted here that the term Jugendweihe was used very

inconsistently during the last century and still is in the current literature. It 1s
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sometimes applied to any secular German coming-of-age rite. Sometimes it describes
a specific ritual that is called by this name. Both, the school-leaving ceremonies and
the initiation ritual to the Hitler-Jugend that were celebrated during the Third Reich
were not necessarily termed Jugendweihe. 1 would therefore not count them as
examples of this ritual, other authors, however, do (Meier 1998:160-186, Hallberg
1979:106-134).

In the following chapters I will turn the reader’s attention to the Jugendweihe as
a transition ritual and a ritual of personhood in its manifold meanings. This
exploration concerns the modern Jugendweihe and the Jugendweihe ot the GDR. We
will therefore consider the last two manifestations of a ritual that has been highly
flexible and remains adaptable to new circumstances. The question of adaptation 1s the

main concern of this thesis: How did the Jugendweihe change or not change over the

Fall of the Wall?
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Chapter Three

The Jugendweihe Contested

3.0 Introduction

A ritual, that had already been called dead seems to have gained new strength. (Gandow
1994:5)

By satisfying the wish of many East Germans for a modem Jugendweihe and by
organising the Jugendweihe the ‘Humanisten’ as well as the ‘Interessenveremigung’
reinforce without distinction the East German Schicksalsgememschaft [community
sharing one fate] n its quite uncritical relation to the GDR. (Meier 1998:83; emphasis

in original)

Deemed not to exist, patronised by the Treuhand, ignored by the churches, being smiled
about by politicians, it has been managed to maintain the more than 150 year old
development of the Jugendweihe n the new federal countries even mn the nineties of the

ending century. (Interessenvereinigung 2000c:1)

One of the reasons why I chose the Jugendweihe as the topic for this thesis was the
fact that it is so heavily debated among the eastern German public. The history of the
ritual, which was outlined in the previous chapter, has shown that the rite has always
been a contentious issue. It was fought over and challenged by the churches and
freethinkers in the nineteenth century, and the ruling elite and workers at the
beginning of the twentieth century; it never existed unquestioned or uncriticised. This
situation lasted until the Jugendweihe was installed by the state itself in 1954. Now
that the GDR state, which had not only organised the ritual as an official event but

had furthermore shaped the Jugendweihe towards its own needs, has vamshed, the

Jugendweihe is probably even more than ever contested.
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These contestations are nourished by the traces history has left on the ritual: in
particular 1ts use as a means of indoctrination in GDR times. For this reason the
Jugendweihe seems to be a good indicator of the conflicts in German society. It is not
necessarily the actual ritual structure or content that cause the frequent debates but,

rather, 1deas and conceptions that surround its conduct and are ascribed to it, as this

chapter will illustrate.

Many participants in the public discourse seem to talk about different things
although all use the same word, Jugendweihe. It proved to be a hard task for me to
find a way of describing this phenomenon. The Jugendweihe may well be called an
‘essentially contested concept’ (Gallie 1956:167-198). However, it is not only the
case that the Jugendweihe is contested but furthermore people often seem to use the
Jugendweihe as a vehicle to voice quite different matters, rather than to talk about the
ritual itself. I therefore decided to use ‘metaphor’ because it implies a rhetorical or
conversational dimension. I will apply the concept of metaphor here in a stmilar way
Sontag uses it. Sontag applies metaphor in its literal sense to describe the images
illness has become acquainted with (1983). Her starting sentence ‘illness 1s the night-
side of life’ is a good example of the ambiguity of metaphors (Sontag 1983:7). Most
people would not know what Sontag talks about if they only heard the latter part of

the sentence: ‘the night-side of life’.

A similar phenomenon seems to be at work with regard to the rhetorical use of
the Jugendweihe in the public discourse. Even misunderstandings are sometimes
apparent in debates on the ritual because the metaphor Jugendweihe 1s ambiguous and
multivocal. It might therefore evoke a different interpretation in the addressee than
had been intended by the addresser. I will therefore use Fernandez’ argument that a
metaphor can bear different identities, in order to illustrate this poimnt (Fernandez
1986:30-70). In contrast to Fernandez I am, however, not referring to culture in
general but rather to a particular case; that is the rethorical use of the Jugendweihe 1n
the public discourse in eastern Germany. Just as ‘collective identities’ are ‘multiple,
fraught with tension and contradiction, and asserted in specific performative contexts’
(Kondo 1990:306), so 1s the metaphor Jugendweihe attributed with difterent

meanings depending on the circumstances and on the understanding of the

conversational partners.
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The quotations above already show some of the issues that are connected to the
Jugendweihe and that come up in the debates surrounding the practice of the ritual.
There is the criticism of the ritual’s continuation from GDR times, criticism of a
Schicksalsgemeinschaft in eastern Germany' and criticism of an uncritical view of the
GDR on the one hand (see first and second quote). There are feelings of insult and
patronisation on the other (see third quote).

The Jugendweihe is certainly not the only metaphor that serves as a vehicle for
a discussion of the GDR past and its implications for the present. There are many
others and all of these have caused similar debates in the public arena. How to treat
former informers of the Stasi (Volksstimme 7" March 2001), Pfeiffer’s hypothesis
(this chapter; Volksstimme 11" January 2001)?, an attack on a western German family
living in eastern Germany on New Years Eve (Volksstimme 4™ of January 2001) are
but a few of the instances that came up in the newspaper Volksstimme during the year
of field work. The Jugendweihe is nevertheless one of the few constant causes of
debate because of its regular seasonal appearance. This can be illustrated by just one
number: there have been 694 articles in the Volksstimme in total on the Jugendweihe
between 1997 and 2001. Even the German government has thought the Jugendweihe
to be a topic worth considering. A committee of the ministry of the interior, which
was occupied with ‘Matters of the German Union’, did research into the alleged
problematique of the Jugendweihe (Bundesministerium 1998). The debates caused by
the conduct of the Jugendweihe centred on issues of eastern German identity and
history, which were negotiated and quarrelled about in the public arena.

One of the main tasks of this thesis 1s an exploration of the socio-cultural
change eastern Germany that was initiated with the dissolution of the GDR and the
following reunification. A discussion of the public discourse will show what is
perceived as change, as continuity or discontinuity, what 1s believed to have been lost

or, thought to have been carried over. I will also explore who takes on which stance

" A Schicksalsgemeinschaft -a community depending on the past shared experience of h<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>