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From Stigma to Cult: The change of interpretation in the East German culture of consumption(
It is astonishing!   An enraptured outcry travelled through East Germany when the coconut filled chocolate bar Bambina, which was already thought to be lost, appeared again in the supermarket shelves. A short time after that a prominent actor wistfully remembered the Trabant. “It smelled terrible, was loud and uncomfortable, but one loved it, what else could one have loved.” 
 The company Rondo (the only coffee production company in the DDR) is in profit again, the cigarette brands F6 and Cabinet have gained cult status, and in East German bars and kiosks one can get Club-Cola, which leaves a furry residue in one’s mouth. Of all things the symbols of a ridiculed, meagre, easily disposable culture of consumption have today become the starting point of happy remembrance. And as if this were not enough, young girls buy themselves blue T-shirts with the emblem of the Ernst-Thälmann-Pioneers and on the streets one sees young men with the script interflug ( a DDR-airline) emblazoned on their chests. The ice skating star Katarina Witt poses in a FDJ blouse for the magazine Super-Illu and next to her a colleague from the west is dressed in a brown tracksuit of the army sports team. Company logos and advertising slogans, even the symbols of the political culture are wantonly incorporated into fashion and everyday ethics. The DDR – which became defunct as a “society of shortage”
 – and failed in the competition of systems – celebrates its resurrection as, of all things, a brand. 

 Ostalgia
 takes its pictures, images and symbols, its marks of remembrance mainly from the field of consumption – as is customary in every wave of nostalgia – but also from the political culture. The everyday world of the DDR and the things the people lived with more or less casually retrospectively receive a symbolic character. This happens in such a way that the people today, i.e. in the present, are thus able to gain a belated distinction and new admiration. Ostalgia is, in the first instance, politics of identity.

This poses a question; consumption was one of the most important fields in which the systems dispute was fought out, and in which the DDR was clearly inferior, and this is where the label ‘society of shortage’ came from. The comparison with the western world of consumption offered a decisive opportunity for the voting out of the system. (as in the behaviour at the polls in 1990). After 1989 the whole world of objects was thrown away and treated as refuse. There has never been a more radical devaluation of every day life in history, and to a great extent it was driven by people living in the DDR. Why is it now that with regard to consumption one remembers the DDR happily, even euphorically.  How can it be explained, that the symbols of the system – which in the last few years has been associated with terms like state of injustice, (welfare)dictatorship, and commando economy – can be reabsorbed so easily? Why do the following generation use the design, the brands and the slogans of the product culture of the DDR in the expression of their every day aesthetics? How can this change of interpretation from stigma to cult, or as Wolfgang Engler called it, the notion of scandal to the notion of festivity, be explained? In order to try to answer these questions the metamorphosis of interpretation and the adoption of the DDR culture of consumption will be examined as to which identity strategies, or rather difference frameworks, lie beneath.

The invention of the community of all East Germans

A temporary climax of the new wave of Ostalgia is formed by the East shows, with which the free to air (mdr and ZDF) and the private programmes achieved unexpectedly high viewing figures last autumn. An Ostalgia show works on the same pattern as any retro-show of the 50s, 60s or 70s; one remembers past times happily, sometimes with self-irony, sometimes with melancholy. As a prompt for remembrance objects of every day life are used, which today come across as scurrilous, meagre or unexpectedly trendy; or forgotten stars are brought back from oblivion, most of them now fat and old but still hopping around merrily. The props, the music and the clothing of the presenters are chosen to match the occasion. The pleasure of seeing people again dominates for the older viewers, along with a little malicious delight that the years have not passed unnoticed and the younger viewers experience an effect of surprise that one wore such ugly things in those days, or that one already had such trendy stuff then. The producers and viewers came to an agreement to see the past from its funny side. Ultimately it is the times from one’s youth that one remembers. And these times were, to an extent innocent, open and nice.

Retro and Ostalgia shows give the same kind of pleasure. With one difference – and it was about this that the press wrote with such fulsome and hasty indignation – that the past of the DDR could not be transfigured in such a way. As a result of this political events were incorporated in the shows. A victim of Stasi perpetration, who was forced into prostitution, told the story of her recruitment from behind an opaque glass wall using a distorted voice. An escaped fugitive showed the audience her pullover, which got caught on the wall. Camp prisoners, electoral result forgers and dissenters were presented. Doping, the young pioneers and censorship were some of the topics talked about, and these were really not funny. Whilst it is relatively easy to incorporate touching sentiment into a programme, it is considerably more complicated to incorporate political indignation. But the viewers understood that it was necessary, that an act of political correctness had to be shown. They listened just as intently to Berghofer, the former mayor of Dresden, who disputed his involvement with the Stasi in a credible way, while admitting to having taken part in the forgeries at the community elections in 1989, as they did to Rainer Eppelmann, the dissident priest, who was instrumental in exposing them. In the mutual applause that followed a strange unanimity developed amongst the audience. In the shows created by West German producers with the help of East German editors and presenters, a number of typical thought patterns occur that have settled in the memories of East and West Germans since reunification. Alone in the six episodes of the mdr-show “Ein Kessel DDR”  the following objects became triggers for elaborate chains of association:

By the means of the triangular bathing trunks for men, small, tight and with white stripes, the subject of FKK (Freie Körper Kultur = nudist bathing) as a culture and alternative holiday became a topic. A highly polished white Wartburg Convertible led to the comparatively humble Trabant. In that particular episode the general topic was waiting times, bartering and the problem of getting hold of spare parts. A stall with southern fruits, grown by an amateur gardener in a self-built greenhouse, displayed the slogan: “Necessity is the mother of invention.” Piles of parcels from the west illustrated the topic of relatives living in the west, distinctions and Intershop. The display of a pram led from the topic of support for families with many children, to community organised care of children and finally to the pioneer organisations. 

With all these topics, there was always the underlying reference to a society of shortage but it was no longer a matter of scandal. It was a display of the cultural practices that had evolved, of inventiveness and improvisation and bartering, which illustrated the principles of solidarity. The message was that one learnt to get by with very little. This regime of shortage is now compared with the west, a culture of superfluity, as something positive. Money apparently was not a consideration. The people of the DDR present themselves as consumers, who had their own, if strange and often resistant, ways of dealing with organised shortage. The difficult of every day life was mastered with humour. From this point on – as the story is told – the citizens of the DDR were able to distance themselves from the political system and finally this gave them the strength to weaken the system in a peaceful way. The culture of consumption is given a political interpretation, that of a barrel of gunpowder, over which the government of the DDR eventually exploded. 

This specifically serves a basic pattern of nostalgia. It was not necessarily better then – it is not about making pictures of a perfect world – but it was more exciting. It was a world full of challenges, one may have been poor, but one was happy. It is a re-construction that aims at recognition, and that as much by West Germans as by one’s own children. Recognition for being disciplined and hard working and at the same time resistant, able to live with shortage and be creative. These are qualities, which are missing from the later generation. It is also claimed that there is a special form of individuality amongst the prerequisites of a fate-ridden community. When grandparents refer to regimes of shortage, they are really saying that they had to work hard but they were happy. There was  great joy in receiving something for which one had waited for a long time. Today this feeling of satisfaction is missing. 

Being able to experience enjoyment in a time of shortage was the second topic of the shows. One remembers the well-known but long lost taste of coffee and chocolate, of tasty sausages and hot mustard, of sweet wines and gherkins. A taste that was not actually there at that time. At that time one was eager for the taste of the big wide world. Even yoghurt was bought at Intershop if one had the extra money. A bar of west chocolate beat the strange coco-biscuit-mix by miles. However, in the east shows celebrities sit and eat Nudossi, the Nutella of the east, by the spoonful and with pleasure. In the shows, taste, in the actual sense of the word, becomes a collective attribute and creates a collectiveness of all East Germans.

Through the continuing discussion about the DDR a peculiarity of character is invented, marked by genuineness, equality and justice: the noble savage. Unspoilt by any commercialisation he maintains a genuine hedonism (the poor man can still be happy), real morality and free sexuality, a solidarity (as if there had been no reason for distinction: owing to shortage everybody was in the same situation) and the ability to improvise (Necessity is the mother of invention). As expressed in the myth of the noble savage with patterns of infantilism.
 

In order to emphasis these feelings the songs of times gone by are played and the audience hums along enthusiastically. Sometimes the mood as in a folk music programme develops; one wipes a tear from the corner of one’s eye discreetly, and because they cannot link arms and sway to the music, the audience falls into a rhythmic clapping. Pride in the regional stars develops, even though they never succeeded in conquering the big wide world with their talent and still only possess a provincial charm. In “Kessel Buntes” – the DDR show – the highlight was always a western star, but for some reason in these shows nobody wants to remember this. 

Sporting celebrities, singers, actors and even politicians are presented as typical people of every day DDR life. They present themselves as if they, disregarding their smaller or larger privileges, shared every day life with their audience. We learn that even actors had to wait 14 years for a car, even they had to change Westmarks for Intershop, even they had problems with their children’s teachers and even they had to queue to buy oranges. 

What is this all about, what does this have to do with life in the DDR? Images from the past are always projections of the present. A community of East Germans existed able to disregard all social and generational differences, even political differences. For this picture of everyday life is not apolitical, on the contrary, the relationship to the regime offers a new backdrop in front of which one can position oneself very well; at least as sceptical and refractory, if not resistant. This works, because protagonists like viewers practice a great deal of self-victimisation throughout the show; being spied upon, controlled and restricted in their perspectives and possibilities. In this way recognition is demanded from the west, it is the actual recipient of these shows, and is emphasised now and then with jokes below the belt.
 The people of the east present themselves as a marginalised group fighting for the recognition of society, i.e. the West Germans. This fight for recognition reflects the last ten years, the appreciation of a biography and the achievement documented in it. 

The pictures of the past deal with the experience of transformation. Since the reunification of Germany, DDR industry has been more or less concluded, dissolved or closed down. There is even a new term for this, de-industrialisation. This particularly concerns the East German consumer goods industry. Through the orientation of society towards western brands the East German market for consumer goods broke down rapidly even without the help of the fiduciary companies. Before the currency reunification was complete DDR products were simply discarded. Only a few products survived. One of these is Florena (a copy of Nivea), but little from the textile, fashion, and furniture industries or the household machine producers. Today, only with effort can one find a refrigerator or stove, a bicycle or camera that was produced in the DDR. It is almost forgotten that the DDR was once a highly developed industrial country. What is left are mostly products of the food and luxury industries; cigarettes, chocolate, coffee and spirits. Looking at this selection of products one could think that one is looking at an underdeveloped country. 

The metamorphosis of the object: the Trabant

In the Ostalgia shows the DDR is reinvented before a backdrop of accession, transformation and de- industrialisation. The shows are not even remarkably original, but place a humorous crown on a process that occurred within reunification. But why and for what reason? In order to look at this question in depth, the multiple changes in interpretation regarding the DDR in general and the culture of consumption will be demonstrated by a specific example, that of the Trabant.
After the worst shortages of the post war era had been dealt with, the dream of the average man was centred on his own car. Resulting from a mixture of enthusiasm for technology, the fantasy of wealth and the wish to service the needs of the population, the DDR aimed at the production of a small car. Because of a lack of raw materials Duraplass was invented for the chassis. This is where the nickname Rennpappe
 (racing card board) comes from. 

In DDR times the selection of cars was very limited; there was the home produced Wartburg, also a two-stroke engine and various cars from other socialist countries, Skoda, Dacia, Polski-Fiat and Lada but in even more limited numbers. The Trabant was and remained the most dominant car on the streets with its design staying the same over a long period of time. It was a typical, small car with simple technological functions. It was robust, easily repaired by the owners themselves, easy to care for and in the pale colours typical of the time. As the waiting time for a car got longer and longer, between the 60s and the end of the 80s it had increased to 14 years, the car had to be constantly cared for. On the used-car market, five-year-old cars were still selling for the original price and even more.  To summarise it is true to say that one did not have a choice. This may have been acceptable in the 50s and 60s, because for many people a car only then became affordable, but owing to the development of wealth in the 70s the status of the car was downgraded to that of an object of every day life. A prominent sign of this was the demand exceeding the supply.

 Under these circumstances one was happy to be able to have a car at all. Dissatisfaction with the old-fashioned, not very efficient, slow, loud and uncomfortable car was reflected in loving, ironic comments: Kugelporsche (ball Porsche), Hutschachtel (hatbox), Karton de Blamage.(Embarrassment box).

When the wall came down, masses of DDR-citizens drove across the border in Trabants, where one laughed about the cars, viewed them as curiosities and were unhappy with the smell they made. The masses of a single car, brimful with people in faded jeans, standing around the banks in queues to collect their welcome money and then rushing to Aldi, caused negative associations in the West. Here they come, the poor brothers and sisters…

The Trabant became the symbol for the ambivalence of the fall of the wall. At the same time as the short celebrations of the peaceful revolution the devaluation process of the DDR increased and was also fed by DDR citizens themselves. The Trabant became a stigma; the people who drove them becoming an amazing race of drivers. What, you waited for years just to get a car like this? No sooner was the Westmark there than Trabants were abandoned by the roadside in large numbers, given away, or sold for a symbolic Mark. Many had only one thing on their minds, to get rid of the Trabant as quickly as possible and never to have to drive one again. This process of devaluation to refuse and worthlessness was very fast and steady. After only a few years Trabants had almost completely disappeared from the streets. 

It is interesting that by 1991 the Trabant had already become a topic for a successful movie. A Trabant by the name of Schorsch
 was the main character in “Go, Trabi, go!”, a road movie in which a family from Saxony drives all the way to Rome after the fall of the wall. The car of the simple man, on whose roof one could easily erect a tent for three people, cheap, often broken, slow but practical, was looked upon with astonishment – a phenomenon. All the characteristics of reunification are there in the movie, but in a way very atypical for the time. It allowed the East Germans a liberating, rehabilitating but also a retiring laugh. A first notion of Ostalgia.

Only three years after reunification a huge advertisement said, “Rent a Trabant!” at Tegel (Berlin) airport. A sign of a change in interpretation. A company was marketing a ‘lost’ feeling.  Rarity made the Trabant desirable again but not for everybody. The English slogan is not only funny, but points to the target audience, foreigners, West Germans and the young, people who had never had to drive it. In the rarity lies the distinction. Nowadays there are Trabant-safaris through the Märkische Schweiz or Ostalgia tours through Mecklenburg in a Trabant. Driving through the streets in one is as sensational as a veteran car show.

In the following years the Trabant was used for art and advertisement. It was changed into a convertible or one just kept it in a shed, hoping for its resurrection as a valuable oldie. Almost at the time of its disappearance it became a cult object and museum piece. 

From refuse to exhibition piece to cult status, this is the normal metamorphosis of an object in modern consumer societies, when it is no longer used in every day life. Normally there are decades between these phases. The uniqueness of the collapse of the DDR is that this process happened at an unbelievable pace and all at once. While the last hardy Trabant drivers were still fighting for their next MOT they could already see the car in a museum. Such objects did not lose their value slowly and steadily; they became refuse and then reached the museum stage very abruptly. A current part of life was suddenly consigned to the past. This is however, a prerequisite to qualify as “old” and thus to gain  “nostalgic beauty”, i.e. to stimulate a historical conscience
. The conservators of objects finally became “saviours”. They are not only saviours of a lost product culture, but at the same time they have saved their identity.

These saved objects secure continuity in the process of transformation. They have the function of conveying identity and familiarity. In this context the notion of East German serves as a counter identity, acting against the characteristics claimed by the outside, that is, they are put forth instrumentally. After the aestheticising one can see a new, more per formative change in interpretation. The Trabant has a modern experience value. Young East Germans use it again, but not for reasons of distinction, but to experience a retrospective way of life layered with collectivity and community.

When the Trabant is shown in Ostalgia shows as a point of remembrance, it is not about past and present usage, but about the way of life of the East Germans in Germany today. The Trabant is transformed into a symbol in the handling of the DDR and the continuing process of transformation. 14 years after reunification there is no car production in the area  of East Germany. In the Wartburg town of Eisenach Opel has an assembly plant and in Leipzig BMW is building a new production site. However, these are really extended workbenches from the West, which is seen as positive because these are often the only jobs available in the region. When one is then reminded of the long wait to get a car, it is not a connection only with shortage, but also with social security and continuity. In DDR times one could be certain not only of getting a car in 12 to14 years time and that it would probably look exactly like that of one’s parents, but one was also certain of still having a job and probably the same one at that.

The Trabant became a symbol for social security and state care, right up to the picture of a community of solidarity. People were there for each other because they had the same social interests and they all lived under similar social conditions. From a western point of view it was a state ruled life, an ordered collectivity. At the same time the Trabant is a symbol for the liberation from these conditions that were perceived as restrictive. At the East Side Gallery  (a piece of the remaining wall painted on the East Berlin side with pictures) one can see a Trabant breaking through the wall. For some it is a symbol of self-liberation, for others it is the journey to the western democracy and freedom. 

As a symbol, the Trabant stands in the midst of the dispute about the power of interpretation in comparison with an ambivalent past and a problematic present. It stands for the devaluation of the East Germans within the German society, as well as for the fight against that. This fight for recognition is reflected again in the Ostalgia shows but it is not brought onto the stage specifically and dealt with.   

The fight for recognition

The different positions of argument about the interpretation of the DDR culture of consumption can be characterised as the following:

1. The development of stigma. The product culture of the DDR is devalued as cheap, old-fashioned and profane. A mockingly sarcastic book that appeared in 1990 “SED-Schönes EinheitsDesign” by Georg C. Bertsch and Ernst Hedler, gives such examples as “scratchy razors”, the “worker in his broken and stinking Trabant”, “porous and softened dustbin liners”,  “fossils” that were “good and cheap” 20 to 30 years earlier in West Germany. The authors wanted to create an ”archaeology of world brands” with the book 
. To this end they photographed abnormal window displays of old flowers, pilled up cans and political solutions, packaging, plasticine eggcups, razors and hair rollers. “We are bewildered by these objects, we do not know how really how to handle them, firstly we find them shabby…if one touches them the bewilderment grows.” 

The repulsiveness could hardly be hidden. “The products that developed ‘over there’ have an banal identity, not really developed, rather improvised, but at the same time have an humane identity because they are not perfect
. The DDR is given to absurdity. 

2.Selfdeprecation. The benchmark of all wishes was the product world of the West. These products were more colourful, more modern and cheaper. One did not have to queue for these things, but could decide in freedom according to one’s wallet. Not out of shortage or need, because there was enough to eat and drink and enough clothing in the DDR, but out of a mood of wealth. One could say that this pulled DDR-citizens into the west in large numbers 
. It was also a question of taste, of every day aesthetics and the altered interpretation of value, which can be best described with Gerhard Schulze as a change to a society of adventure.” If the Mark doesn’t come to us, we shall go to it”, is one of the sayings of the legendary Monday demonstrations in Leipzig. The self-deprecation was logical, but it was not necessarily promoted in the West. The West Germans found the East Germans uncomfortable. They mocked their unruly consumption orientation, their need to catch up and their lack of constraint. The East Germans appeared to the West Germans as lower class and as having very little distinction. Interestingly enough the picture of the banana demonstrated this better than the picture of the car
. 

3.The development of refuse: With the onset of the currency union in 1990 a complete change of the object world began, East against West. Overnight the stores were completely restacked with West products, the DDR products disappearing from the shelves. Private households got rid of their clothing, furniture and everyday objects and swapped them for products of western provenance. Cars were given away or even just left at the roadside. DDR objects had lost their value. This meant the end for many companies whose markets disappeared overnight. “Partly happily, partly sadly, almost everything was thrown away, those things which the people had lived with for years and which carried their memories.  Attached to the new object world were no intelligible life signs. The institutions and their rules inherent in these objects held nothing familiar for them and they carried no memories either good or bad. Everything that was new in the East came from another world. Invisible for the East Germans it was primed with the world of experiences of other generations, who lived in another country
. 

It was not until years later, that DDR citizens realised that they had also rid themselves of their memories and biographies when they discarded their belongings. The self-deprecation overlapped with the development of stigma from the West.

4.The exhibition of objects in a museum . At the same time as reunification the first exhibitions of the DDR started.  The posters of the legendary demonstration of the 4th of November 1989 in Berlin were collected by eager co-workers and only days later they were exhibited in the foyer of the historical museum. Through their exhibition objects themselves receive a new meaning as well as that of their usage. In the case of the DDR these meanings developed from the political East-West discourse. The exhibition of objects ‘from above’, i.e. from state supported museum institutions, as from the German Historical Museum, takes it patterns of meaning mostly from and because of the political system
. Wolfgang Engler talks of ‘a notion of scandal of the DDR’, i.e. a political interpretation of every day life in the categories of Stasi, commando economy and repression.

An expression of such a meaning was the exhibition of DDR-objects as “refuse”. In the first representations of DDR history, the objects were presented in heaps the way they were pulled out from the rubbish, dirty, damaged, worn and wrinkly.

 The DDR as refuse.
 This definitely went too far and sparked a protective sense with those who had themselves just thrown something away. This was not the way that the throwing away had been meant.

Since the middle of the 90s there have been a few attempts to describe the DDR from the perspective of every day life
. Particularly the Documentation centre of every day culture of the DDR in Eisenhüttenstadt has contributed with cultural-historical exhibitions, in which it aims to make the connection between a world of system and a living world clear by integrating specific biographies.

Counter-movements: The different kinds of Ostalgia

The self-deprecation of the East Germans as well as the development of stigma by the West Germans created counter-movements early on. Especially the older generations did not want to be part of consigning of the living world to refuse. They practiced keeping a low profile, because all these entire things had cost a lot of money (industrial products were very expensive), a lot of energy and time (the looking for these things or making them yourself). Alongside those who threw things away many collectors appeared, who picked the things up that had just been thrown away and who consciously bought typical DDR products. They were not concerned with the use of the objects but wanted the pale packaging that remained from the 60s, or the funny names that these objects carried (Tempolinsen). These collectors (especially West Germans but also East Germans, especially young people) who fished out these curiosities and strange objects with an unwavering instinct, were the protagonists of a counter-movement, which could be described as original Ostalgia. The saviours of a lost culture, they formed the basis for the real nostalgia, the wallowing in the disappeared. 

As soon as everything had been thrown away, the things that remained acquired the value of rarity. The saving of poor packaging or old-fashioned designs after the products had been devalued so much, had something touching. The corpse had been robbed, now one could grief over it. Particularly because of the seriousness, with which many products promised useful value, and not more or less, they were seen as friendly-ironic representatives of a different, admittedly rather strange world. The purity that is in Tempolinsen, Mitropa- Geschirr or ATA, brought the alternative social concept of society more to the point that any political parole had ever been able to. Suddenly, DDR products re-incorporated the utopia from a different (better) world; because it had just fallen apart one could only get close to this utopia in an ironic way. At the first private East parties, little private altars were created in apartments (strange combinations of a sculpture of Lenin, a coffee cup from the Palace of the Republic, children’s soap and medals) a distanced and mocking but caring affinity to the products of the East was nourished. A form of intellectual Ostalgia.

Through the ironic change of interpretation objects were rehabilitated. They were ritually removed from every day life and given cult status. It became fashionable to wander through flea markets looking for curiosities. The DDR now represented a complete field with rarity value for collectors. The objects increased in value quickly, particularly for those who had never lived in the DDR. They were easily incorporated into distinctive civilian and youth oriented lifestyles. Suddenly it was cool to drive through the streets on a “Schwalbe”
. In a private context the cult association serves the development of individual style. Old objects have become such rarities, that it is distinguishing to own them. In a commercial context, such as the East rock parties, collectivity was practiced. But the community of East Germans artificially produced in this way has nothing to do with solidarity. It is theatrically celebrated as a play for the moment only and does not reflect any true content of either an old or new East German identity. 

When then the first brands reappeared, “but here we still are” – they were celebrated as heroes. It is unbelievable how suddenly DDR coffee Rondo was bought again, how one spoke so highly about Spreewälder Gurken and Hallorenkugeln and when Bambina was sold again, the former young Pioneers held each other in their arms sobbing. Resurrection came in a new outfit; packaging was restyled and glowed in new colours and brilliance. Nevertheless, not all products found their way into the supermarkets of the West.

Recently a new trend can be seen: the DDR product world aestheticised and shown at design exhibitions. In a new wave of antiquation the objects are carefully cleaned, placed behind glass and illuminated with spotlights. They are rescued from anonymity, from the masses and the namelessness and placed into the biographical context of their inventors and designers. The visitors learn something about the disputes of the time, about the numbers of production and the way they were used. They press their faces close up to the glass of the exhibits and one can hear how they tell their grandchildren proudly that they also once possessed an object like that. 

The label Ostalgia does not only serve an East German part of culture with sentimentality or irony against the interpretive powers of the West Germans, it is also concerned with an aggressively used market niche, a tough commercial process. In the end Ostalgia is also about a post-modern game with changing offers of identity. The phenomenon of Ostalgia is no longer, to agree with Schulze, about a regime of shortage, but about the logic of superfluity – i.e. the consumers put their consumer worlds, with their many varying offers, together differently, creating styles and aesthetics, in which the objects, stars and even political symbols of the lost DDR can be placed without any problems.

The metamorphoses of interpretation are obviously not yet finished. The DDR culture of consumption appears in ever-new varieties to the eyes of the astonished public. But are these possibilities of interpretation really that new and original? In spite of the speed and simultaneousness of the process of interpretation, what leads to giving it a specific term, such as Ostalgia? A term which when mixed with the underlying sense of ethnology refers to a still existing part of East German culture.

The East German cultural share in the conflict area of identity and difference

Consumption is a specific field of cultural identity politics in times of aestheticising object worlds. The objects, which are bought, are covered with images and marks that go far beyond the value of usage. Thus it is not only about distinction, the saving of a status, or the creation of an individual lifestyle. There are references to belonging to something and exclusion from a community. When choosing clothing, furniture for the apartment, being for or against having the newest technology, visiting the cinema, the pub or the opera, one tries to be part of a certain lifestyle or a community of interpretation, part of a scene, a milieu or a sub cultural group. Normally the positions are clear and are confirmed in the aesthetics of every day life. In modern societies the milieus are hardly any longer hierarchical, but they move on a horizontal plane in space. Short irritations occur occasionally from the provocation of sub-cultural groups, but the established system quickly reasserts itself. 

With the reunification of Germany a situation new to modern societies occurred. Suddenly an entire foreign culture had to be integrated into a settled system. Thus the positions in the society had to be rearranged. Nevertheless the integration of the DDR citizens did not happen on a horizontal plane, but on a vertical scale. The West German society, whose milieus had arranged themselves next to each other, was occupied again with devaluation and exclusion. The newly arrived society of the DDR functioned with a different logic. It was alien and this unfamiliarity was not recognised as an alternative rationality but as something of a lesser value. 

For example the social structure was different. Because of dispossession, migration and ideological discrimination bourgeois culture was hardly any longer present in the DDR.  In this context Wolfgang Engler speaks of ‚arbeiterlich’ referring to a working class habitus.. A different scale of values counted in which success; career and wealth were seen as negative. Moreover East Germany was, with the implosion of the system, in an inner state of turmoil, which could not be wholly grasped and categorised. The newly arriving culture was one of change, transitory, limited and ambivalent.  

In times of constant change of signs and meanings speed and accuracy of recognition become more difficult. This is even more the case for individuals who change from one culture to another. Their state of not belonging is obvious and can quickly turn to stigma. What generally applies to migration is a little different for the East Germans. Firstly because they did not move into a new society, this new society moved to them and secondly because the unfamiliarity was unexpectedly deep. More than 40 years of separate development had, in spite of the same roots and the same language, led to enormous cultural differences that, against all expectations, could not be overcome without difficulty. The resulting cultural shock was something that was not supposed to happen, something that became a taboo and that from both sides.

Added to the experience of reunification with its emancipating effects (“Heldenstadt” Leipzig) came the experience of transformation, which was marked by an expansive devaluation of the life until then because of the superiority of interpretation of the other Germans (institutional transfers, exchange of elites, de-industrialisation etc.). Feelings of superiority and devaluation strategies, mechanics of exclusion and the development of stigma found cultural expression. In the cynical jokes of the satirical journals and in political speech the East Germans turned into images of the poor brothers and sisters, repeatedly depicted as underdeveloped, hopelessly old-fashioned und uncivilized. The central categories of the blueprints of difference are taken from theories of modernization, in which the models of western industrial societies are seen as the universal norm. The paradigm of a catch-up modernisation is therefore valid for East Germany. 

This is not something that was imposed upon the East Germans from the outside. One of the most important triggers of reunification was the need of DDR citizens to become a part of modern global development. It was the start of the journey into the western world. Even before reunification there were offers of identification with the modern, with their encouragement to be mobile and flexible, the imperatives of individuality such as the multiplicity of ideology and conceptions of value. On the one hand, because the DDR regarded itself as a modern society due to the re-arrangement of its own social structures and on the other because such a society could be imagined through film, television and kinship.

The attraction on the plane of worldly life was greatly shown through the suggested freedom of choosing consumer goods, pleasure and life-styles. Throughout reunification, DDR citizens showed a definite will to be part of western modernity. The simultaneous end of the up to then valid securities (for example life long work) was not always anticipated. But the paradigms of modern life with its perception of a state of living and its situational arrangements cannot be regionally or locally located. The attraction is the lack of obligation, the fragmentary, the community created out of a situation, which can disappear just as fast as it appeared. 

The population of the DDR was and is still partially in a conflict of values and one, which we know today, they  were not able to untangle. The socialist social utopia promised equality,  justice of distribution, social security and communitarian bonds . The real existing capitalism promised freedom of election and the chance of individual development. Having both at the same time, banally expressed, is obviously impossible. It is just this conflict of values, but the other way around, which is reflected in the phenomenon called Ostalgia. 

Added to the confrontation with civil modernity, a basic economic structural change began, which did not come slowly and in ordered fashion, but abruptly and at an enormous speed. At the same time a change of system and globalisation had to be taken care of. Whole phases were run through in quick tempo or even left out. Some developments that were already visible in the East had not even started properly in the West. Something like a laboratory situation had developed, in which one could observe reactions, try out new strategies and constantly change the order of testing.  An open situation in which there are more questions than answers. In one situation the East Germans have to integrate themselves into western modernity, which is more than  disadvantageous because it is greatly marked by de-industrialisation and migration. The experience of having to leave and of being left, of beginning a journey to a strange world against the decision to stay, in spite of everything, to be the last one remaining to turn off the light, belongs to the East German part of culture. 

In their need/longing for acceptance and still be differentiated, in their fight for recognition in a modern, self confident, autonomous system, the East Germans, regardless of income, age, educational level, sex, job situation, family status, etc have carried out very contradicting strategies. Alongside the unobtrusive adaptation and catching up of modernity these are special strategies born of regionality and stubbornness. One could ignore the past and look for the quick connection to the western European way of life making oneself invisible as an East German or alternatively one can emphasise and improve that East Germaness. 

In this way, fourteen years after reunification, a lively East German partial culture has developed in Germany, that on one hand shares basic constellations of values and possibilities of action with the whole of German society, but that, on the other hand, clearly differentiates itself from the society because of specific biographical experiences and mental specialities, therefore needing its own patterns of reflection. One cannot simply talk of a DDR succession society, but of a society of transformation in change, a phase of not-anymore but not-yet. Alone the experience of reunification, i.e. of the falling into itself (implosion) of a system that until then seemed omnipotent, and the experience of making politics happen (although only for a few weeks), must have brought strange ways of dealing with these thing to light. One who has experienced such an occasion, no longer regards any authority as permanent and no form of  status  is any longer secure for him. The radical re-arrangement of all social structures which called for a new positioning of the individual in a quickly changing social landscape, the change of many previously valid cultural ethics, possessions, money, wealth, security, continuity, work (life long work), children, etc. has been handled and interpreted very differently by each East German. Nevertheless as an experience as such, it obviously poses a substantial difference to the continuity of experience of the West Germans. 

However, even in this East German partial culture the East Germans are no longer surrounded by their own kind. West Germans who move there belong just as much as do established former foreign workers from Vietnam, Poland or Mozambique who have lived there for decades as well as students and specialists from Europe, Turkish, Italian or Greek entrepreneurs, Russian Germans or former republic fugitives. An illustrious mixture but not one that is taken into consideration in the  construction of an East German partial identity. The East Germans do not exist as a homogeneous group, but during this striving for recognition they inevitably appear homogenised. The phenomenon of Ostalgia is a cultural expression of such endeavours towards homogeneity. In them, the large number of ways of assimilation and identity strategies are often reduced to a barely understandable self-will.

Ostalgia is recognition politics with a double aim. It is aimed firstly against the expiring process of transformation under the superiority of interpretation and hegemonial assertions of western, i.e. West German, norms and values, and secondly, against the process of globalisation that also plays a part in the peripheral- isation and marginalisation of a once industrialised  region. It is a sign of the continuing polarisation of East and West, a reaction to an enormous rejection in the relationship between living worlds. By constructing an East German partial culture the former DDR citizens realise how they walked out on their own history, becoming spiritually homeless. In remembering the society left behind lies an orientation value for the present. The patterns of remembrance offer keys to current problems of communication and a distance to the past is established whilst at the same time retaining an emotional connection. Biographical experiences are read in such a way that one can orientate oneself in the world with an individual way of life. This reflects a need for a collective identity and a need for roots. For the East Germans home (Heimat) has not disappeared as a location, but as a secure orientation.

	Metamorphosis of the meaning of objects

	Usage value and distinction value 
	Desired, luxury of simple people ( regression to every day use.

Investing a lot of energy to get desired objects (waiting, searching, swapping…)

	Development of stigma
	The DDR products: cheap, old-fashioned, profane = unity of design “Einheitsdesign”

and the DDR consumer: unrestrained, tasteless, greedy

	Self-deprecation- development of refuse
	Complete change in the world of objects: East against West = 

throwing away the past, getting rid of one’s own biography

	Exhibition of objects from above 0 notion of scandal
	System of injustice, dictatorship, commando economy  = 

exhibition of the DDR as “refuse”

	Refusal – resistance of the development of stigma
	Stubbornness and resistance: it wasn’t all bad!

	Collecting, fetish, cult
	DDR as a “locked area of collection” with rarity value = collection of curiosities, scurrilous objects

	Development of the ironic = “intellectual” Ostalgia
	Ironic-distanced but caring association – altars and icons – private East parties 

	Development of the commercial value
	Flea market, Ostalgia-parties, fashion = retro-fashion (new colourfulness, glowing, shining, re-styled

	“West” – Ostalgia
	Deviation of the DDR culture as a lost utopia

	Resurrection
	Re-establishment of old East brands: food, drinks, cigarettes

	Notion of festivity
	Celebration of remembrance in television – East-shows

	Development of performing
	Taking on of youth culture – integration in lifestyle: driving a “Schwalbe” is cool

	Development of aesthetics
	Finding the specialities of East German culture


( With thanks to Antonia Brotchie for help with translation.


�  Jaeckie Schwarz in the  mdr program „Ein Kessel DDR“ , from 9.2003 





� There is not a shortage as such; it is a relative term, with which tangible relationships of measurement are respectively associated. What is perceived as shortage differs from culture to culture, within the social classes and historically. This measure of perception changed through its close proximity to the west. The label „society of shortage“ acts as a term of combat in the east-west discourse, whereby the western cultural critique toward the consumption, or society of superfluity is simply ignored. The west becomes a coloured layer, on which the DDR appears in black and white. The term „society of shortage” also indicates a logical misinterpretation, i.e. that shortage leads to frustration, greed, envy, parsimony and stinginess. But it is in the societies of scarcity or in times of shortage that the behaviour of consumption of the individual shows the ability of improvisation and enjoyment. The cultural practices in handling shortage are ambivalent and not only focussed on restriction and moderation and the wise handling of resources.





� Term coined by a cabaret artiste at the beginning of the 90s.


� In childhood taste, like Schlagersüßtafel, Hallorenkugeln, Bambina, Negerküsse (the „disgustingly“ sweet DDR, as Katarina Witt put it at this point), the political innocence of everyday life appears. In the diminuation of terms such as Amplemännchen or Trabi, even in a term like Ossi the innocence of childhood is called upon. With a childish naive belief in communist promises the political sense of belonging then becomes acceptable. 


� The showmaster Gunther Emmerlich made a joke in the 3rd episode of „Kessel DDR“ on the 5th of September 2003 on mdr: „To say that all  „wessis“ are arrogant it is the same as saying all Negroes are black.“ He recieved a storm of laughter for this.


� The name for the DDR car. It most probably results from the meaning of satellite (the moon as trabant of the earth), in connection with the socialist Space euphoria (1957 Sputnik). Basic meaning from Wahrig: warrior on foot, bodyguard, someone dependent on someone else, a companion held in tutelage.


� 1954 the praesidium of the DDR council of ministers agreed to develop a car with the following properties: a small car with two main and two back seats, weight max. 600kg, an average petrol usage of 5,5l/100km, yearly production of 12.000, price of 4000 Marks. The time of development was set at 18 months . DDR citizens later said ironically that the instructions for building a Trabant was to build a roof over two spark plugs.


� Unlike other cars Trabants received names- ours was called Charlie, perhaps because it was often the first car and turned into something like a member of the family- not much different from a pet.


� Hermann Lübbe, Der Fortschritt  und das Museum. Über den Grund unseres Vergnügens an historischen Gegenständen, London 1982, S. 8. 


� Georg C.Bertsch and Ernst Hedler; SED, Schönes EinheitsDesign, Köln 1990, S. 7.


� Ebd. S. 9


� Ebd. S. 12.


� Of course it was also about freedom (of travel), democracy and what ever else may be western values but consumption was definitely a strong motive.


� The unforgettable  caricature in the satirical magazine Titanic: a dolled-up young East German girl is peeling a cucumber. Underneath are the words: “Gabi from the East in happiness- her first banana”.


� Dietrich Mühlberg: Vom langsamen Wandel der Erinnerung an die DDR. Kulturnation (Onlinejournal) 1/2003


� As happened in the exhibitions „Auftragskunst“ ,1995 and „Parteiauftrag: ein neues Deutschland. Bilder, Rituale und Symbole der früheren DDR“, 1996/97


� A real scandal was the DDR part of an exhibition of modern art that was shown in 1999 in Weimar. In a multi purpose hall  boards were provisionally covered with grey plastic-covers and upon these was hung a huge 


number of pictures arranged without system.


� Partly in the DHM-exhibition „aufbau west und aufbau ost. Die Planstädte Wolfsburg und Eisenhüttenstadt“, 1997, as a clear starting point in the exhibition of the documentation centre in Eisenhüttenstadt „Tempolinsen und P2“, 1995/96 and in the exhibition of the NGBK „Wunderwirtschaft. DDR-Konsumkultur in den 60er Jahren, 1996, which was developed under my guidance by a student group at the Institute for European Ethnology.


�  A moped built until 1989 following the same design as in the 50s.


� This is the way Gerhard Schulze describes the system of the milieu in the BRD at the end of the 80s. See: Die Erlebnisgesellschaft. Kultursoziologie der Gegenwart, FaM/NY 1992.
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