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Abstract
This study analyzes four file-based autobiographies written after the fall of the Berlin
Wall in response to the opening of the Stasi files. The acronym Stasi comes from the
German term “Staatssicherheit” and means the State Security Service of the former Ger-
man Democratic Republic (GDR). By constructing their narratives using files written by
former secret police officers instead of their own memories, these writers challenge the
aesthetics of mainstream autobiographies and subvert the expectations of over-
determined autobiographical reading: instead of offering a personal story beginning in
early childhood and ending later in life, they engage in a revision of their lives based on a
personal Stasi file written by a hostile third party. These four case studies show how peo-
ple under surveillance may need to draw on such hostile documents, even if they are in-
accurate, because the Stasi files enable these writers to support their claims of authentici-
ty and thus fulfill the autobiographical pact. In this way, these autobiographers acquire
and give a new function to such documents than the one the Stasi originally intended. The
autobiographers show that using their files not only results in unexpected memory pro-
cesses but is also a political and literary process that supports their personal agenda and
targets particular audiences like their families, friends, or the public press. This use of
personal files gives these writers the authority to discuss their reaction to the opening of
the Stasi files as well as the records themselves.

The dissertation not only groups the resulting narratives as an autobiographical
sub-genre but also studies the legacy of a unique historical moment: while the opening of
the Stasi files and the passing of the Stasi Files Act revolutionized the access, usage, and

function of the Stasi archives, these autobiographers also contradict the original purposes
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for which the files were kept. I study the various ways in which these autobiographers
allow their police files mediate their memories and life stories. I analyze how these for-
mer data subjects contest the initial purpose of these files and of the autobiographical
genre by strategically appropriating their Stasi records. I study the role of their Stasi files
in their narratives and how and why these were re-functionalized in order to validate the

authors’ claims of authenticity.
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Preface
An earlier version of Chapter 4 appeared in Colloguy:

“Ash’s Stasi File as a Script of Life.” Colloguy 18 (2009): 318-27.
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1 Introduction: Historical and Theoretical Overview

“What we call ‘my life’ is the mental autobiography with which and by which we all live.
What really happened is quite another matter,” Ash points out (20). In the case of file-
based autobiographies, “my life” involves the re-appropriation of Stasi' files and their
insertion in a literary context. The production of file-based autobiographies was made
possible by the Wende, a turning point in German history following the fall of the Berlin
Wall, but it is a sub-genre that owes its existence more specifically to the protests in Ber-
lin and Leipzig and the occupation of the Stasi headquarters in Berlin’s Lichtenberg dis-
trict. In fact, the protests that led to the opening of the Stasi files in 1992 provided the
conditions necessary for file-based autobiographies. It was the citizens’ collective cour-
age and insistence to preserve these records that triggered the discussions, which in turn

resulted in the Stasi Files Act (Mitter 74). This pressure caused the files to be made avail-

' The Stasi, established on 8 February 1950, served as an instrument of power of the Politbiiro of the SED
party (Socialist Unity Party). It was not a state within a state (Childs 176), but rather subordinate to the
ruling Party. “Die absolute Unterordnung der Staatssicherheit unter die Partei und deren Fithrung geht aus
unzihligen offiziellen MfS [Ministerium fiir Staatssicherheit] Dokumenten und AuBerungen von Erich
Mielke hervor” (Gauck unheimliche 72). It was comparable to the State Security Service of the Soviet Un-
ion, the Cheka, and involved physical torture, show trials, long imprisonment, arbitrary arrests and abduc-
tions. Its main function was to suppress those who opposed Socialism. There was an estimated number of
600 000 unofficial collaborators (called IMs or Inoffizielle Mitarbeiter) in the overall GDR history (Dennis
90). Out of a population of 16 million people in the former GDR, at least one out of 120 inhabitants was an
IM (Dennis 94). Other estimates argue that as many as one out of every 100 adults worked for the Stasi
(Firma). The Stasi was one of the world’s largest spy agency: “Relative to population, it is the largest se-
cret service in the history of mankind” (Firma). It was “East Germany’s largest government agency” (Fir-
ma) and was responsible for surveillance within the country as well as for foreign espionage, border con-

trols, and counter-intelligence (Firma).



able to the former data subjects” as early as three years after the fall of the Berlin Wall
instead of requiring the usual thirty years’ retention period for other state archival materi-
al (Mitter 74). In the case of some former data subjects the memory processes were trig-
gered by the encounter of these authors with their files, which they subsequently acquired
and re-functionalized as writing tools.

My research is not about well-known writers in the usual sense but about an ex-
ceptional situation in history, when former data subjects from different social and politi-
cal backgrounds were given the opportunity to access their secret files. Although the files
were initially opened to allow these data subjects to evaluate the extent to which the Stasi
infringed their lives, these individuals also used these files to narrate their own life stories
under observation; they also reflected on the experience of reading the Stasi documents
that recorded that life. Most former data subjects would not necessarily have become au-
tobiographers, or at least not at this stage in their lives, had they not read their Stasi rec-
ords. For this study I selected Timothy Garton Ash, Vera Lengsfeld, Katarina Witt, and
Anke Jauch. Apart from Ash, who is a towering figure in contemporary historiography,

these individuals have been transformed into authors both because of their experiences

% According to the Federal Data Protection Act (dating from late 1972): “the legislature clearly rejects any
tendency to perceive and treat the individual as a mere object of information” (Vismann Files 149). There-
fore, scholars refer to these individuals as data subjects instead of objects of observation. Accord
/ing to Section 6.3 of the Stasi Files Act data subjects are “persons about whom the State Security Service
collected personal data by deliberate, including secret, information-gathering or spying.” Both beneficiaries
and victims of the Stasi can be considered data subjects, regardless of whether they are Germans or for-
eigners, as long as they are the subjects of Stasi files. The access to these files is granted to any data subject
who applies to see their own records. Scholars may be granted permission to read them either because they
are studying persons of public interest or because they have received that right from the data subjects them-

selves.



under observation and their encounter with their files.” Jauch, Witt, and Lengsfeld knew
that they were under observation at the time while Ash could only speculate that this was
the case.

The four data subjects studied here used their files in constructing not only their
narratives but also their critical commentaries on the power of the file and the Stasi appa-
ratus. As long as the life narratives are written by individuals defined as data subjects in
their Stasi records, it does not affect my selection criteria whether the autobiographers
present themselves as victims, observers or beneficiaries of the Stasi. The autobiog-
raphers chosen for this study have experienced the surveillance system personally; their
life narrative cannot be told by a third party, although one autobiographer may have ben-
efited from the unacknowledged help of a ghostwriter.” These four data subjects meet the
file-based autobiography criteria since they define their writing as non-fictional and auto-
biographical. Their narratives present conscious acts of the appropriation of their files
and the construction of their personal life stories by the strategic insertion of these rec-
ords into their narratives.

Based on these selection criteria, I leave out the Stasi files-related narratives that

do not focus on the files, such as Hermann Kant’s Abspannn.: Erinnerung an meine

? These autobiographers represent only a fraction of the population who accessed their Stasi record in the
first place. In contrast, many individuals in the former GDR and other surveillance societies like Romania
have decided to ignore their secret files. Some did not want to read them and preferred coming to terms
with their past without the mediation of such documents; they look to their futures and personal growth
rather than reflecting on the past.

*I asked Katarina Witt if a ghostwriter wrote her autobiography but both she and her representative refused
to answer my question. I speculate that a ghostwriter penned her file-based autobiography because of the
journalistic style in which it is written. Further, in her blog, the ghostwriter Barbara Feinman gives indirect

hints that she wrote Witt’s book.



Gegenwart, Wolfgang Hilbig’s “Ich”: Ein Roman, and Sascha Anderson’s Sascha An-
derson. Other autobiographical publications related to Stasi records do not meet the crite-
ria for this research project because they comprise only photocopies of parts of the Stasi
files with no substantial commentary, such as Erich Loest’s Die Stasi war mein
Eckermann: oder, mein Leben mit der Wanze, or Reiner Kunze’s Deckname Lyrik. Fur-
thermore, I exclude narratives labeled as life-based fiction or novels, such as Jiirgen
Fuchs’ Magdalena: MfS, Memfisblues, Stasi, die Firma, VEB Horch und Gauck — ein
Roman.

The selection criteria narrow my choice of literary works to four representative
file-based life narratives. One is written from the perspective of a non-German scholar,
two are written by German public figures, and one is written by an East German citizen:
Timothy Garton Ash’s The File, Vera (Wollenberger) Lengsfeld’s Virus der Heuchler:
Innenansicht aus Stasi-Akten,” Katarina Witt’s Meine Jahre zwischen Pflicht und Kiir,
and Anke Jauch’s Die Stasi packt zu. Their life narratives possess a common denomina-
tor, namely the authors’ consistent engagement with their files to construct their autobi-
ographies. Nevertheless, they differ from each other in their perspectives and reasons for

writing as well as for publishing their personal narratives.

> Wollenberger is her married name while her birth name is Lengsfeld. She took the name of her husband
who turned out to be a member of the Stasi who informed on her. Throughout her marriage, she was known
as Vera Wollenberger. Although following her divorce she wanted to take back her maiden name,
Lengsfeld, her file-based autobiography is published under her married name, Wollenberger, since to refute
allegations of Stasi collaboration, she wanted to publish her file-based autobiography before she was able
to return to her maiden name. As a result, I quote passages from her file-based autobiography with her
autobiographer’s name, Wollenberger. However, I refer to her as Lengsfeld in other passages because it is
the name that she uses now. The public knows her under that name, and she wants both scholars and the

mass media to refer to her as Lengsfeld.



This thesis provides insights into what it means for former data subjects to read
their files and to narrate their file-based life stories while changing the popular concep-
tion that autobiography usually starts with childhood and continues into adulthood. My
study takes into consideration how these autobiographers acquire and use their personal
files to construct authentic authoritative narrative stances vis-a-vis their audiences. I fo-
cus on how these texts can be distinguished as part of a sub-genre and what their study
adds to the understanding of autobiography as a genre, and to the scholars’ perception of
state archives. To what extent can file-based autobiographies be analyzed by using the
concepts developed by theories of autobiography in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury? This study thus focuses on the differences and tensions that these four pieces of
writing offer as they contribute to the autobiographical sub-genre generated by the
Wende.

The thesis is divided into eight chapters. This first chapter provides a historical
and theoretical overview of file-based autobiographies. It clarifies my selection criteria
and methodology. Further, it explains what it means to consider these narratives as an
autobiographical sub-genre.

The second chapter opens with the final scene of the film Das Leben der Anderen
as a point of departure for the writing of file-based autobiographies. Additionally, the
chapter provides the etymological meaning of the term autobiography and considers
those trends in autobiographical theory from the second half of the twentieth century on-
wards that are relevant to the file-based autobiographical sub-genre. Rather than provid-
ing a thorough review of the autobiographical genre, this chapter develops distinguishing

criteria for autobiographies as a genre that are shared with file-based autobiographies. A



section of this chapter discusses the ethics pertaining to life writing and how the act of
writing autobiographically enables data subjects to reverse the roles of observer and ob-
served.

The third chapter reviews definitions of files and archives. It discusses how the
MIS viewed the role and functions of its own files before its dissolution in 1989 and how
the German parliament regarded the Stasi files afterwards. This chapter analyzes the cur-
rent legal status of the files and explains their new functions as literary and political tools
in the construction of file-based autobiographies. It then explores how truth and value are
associated with these files and why former data subjects tend to take their files as their
own memories. | conclude that the data subjects’ engagement with their own records and
the files’ role in mediating both their memories and their narrative structures are the pri-
mary distinctions between file-based and other types of autobiographies that are not
based on files.

Chapters Four, Five, Six, and Seven analyze the four file-based autobiographies
selected for this study. I start with Ash, who worked as a British journalist while pursuing
studies in Berlin in the 1980s for his doctoral dissertation in modern history. Since he es-
tablished contacts with Poland’s Solidarity group for his academic research, he fell into
the category of suspected spies and was placed under Stasi surveillance. Ash’s The File:
A Personal History (1997) offers the perspective of a non-German former data subject
who does not consider himself a victim of that state security service because it did not
affect his life; rather, he reflects as an outsider on the effects of records on memory and
questions why some citizens collaborated with the Stasi. Ash concludes with the opinion

that collaborators lacked paternal figures in their lives (Ash 225). The main difference



between Ash and the three other autobiographers is that rather than focusing on blaming
the Stasi for intruding into their lives, Ash seeks to understand the IMs who spied on him.
In addition to his hypothesis on what motivated the IMs to work for the Stasi, there is an-
other unique component of Ash’s narrative: he is the only one of the four data subjects in
this study who mentions one of my other data subjects.

Chapters Five and Six explore the accounts by Lengsfeld and Witt, both public
figures who were pressed to issue public statements after being accused by the press and
friends of complicity with the Stasi. Both authors conceive of their narratives as a way to
reply to the Stasi and the mass media while also addressing friends and relatives. To
highlight how their roles in the GDR differed and, therefore how their narratives differ, I
juxtapose Lengsfeld’s and Witt’s works in these chapters. Chapter Five examines the
case of the former peace activist Vera Lengsfeld, who discovered from reading her file
that her husband had spied on her. Lengsfeld’s Virus der Heuchler: Innenansicht aus
Stasi-Akten (1992) presents reflections on the First Section of Part One of the Stasi Files
Act: that the viewing of their records would enable former data subjects to determine the
extent to which the Stasi influenced their fate. It is one of the first file-based autobiog-
raphies to be published as non-fiction after the opening of the Stasi records. For Lengs-
feld, the viewing of her file marks the realization that her husband had betrayed her,
working actively to collect incriminating information on her activities in peace activist
circles. As a politically active person, Lengsfeld feels compelled not only to account for
her husband’s involvement with the Stasi, but also to counter accusations of collaboration
laid against her: otherwise, she would have been forced to abandon her political mandate

(Lengsfeld nun 354). Thus, her main intention behind her book is to reveal the extent to



which the Stasi transformed her into an object of observation, affecting her private as
well as her professional life. She embraces the file-based autobiography sub-genre as an
opportunity to address former friends who wrongly suspected her of collaborating with
the Stasi. Lengsfeld strategically inserted passages from her Stasi record in an attempt to
justify her actions, provide evidential material of the destructive intrusion of the Stasi in
her life and critical reflections on the harmful power of the file.

Chapter Six focuses on the file-based autobiography of Katarina Witt, whose
Meine Jahre zwischen Pflicht und Kiir (1994) presents the views of a former data subject
who not only benefited from the Stasi but who may have collaborated with them. Despite
the absence of any existing formal written consent to meet regularly with the Stasi and
trade information on other athletes, Witt received financial support, rewards and travel
privileges to pursue her ice skating career in exchange of her support of the Stasi. After
the media published incriminating fragments from her file, Witt wrote her file-based au-
tobiography in an attempt to restore her public image by justifying her behavior. Her re-
fusal to consent in writing to be an IM as well as her alleged lack of choice when it came
to representing and supporting socialism in the former GDR are her central concerns. She
justifies her support of the system and complains about the media having published ex-
cerpts from her file without her permission. Despite her stated intentions, however, Witt
does not provide an image of herself different from the one already available through the
media. As a public figure her image is continually mediated by the public press. Instead
of distancing herself from the mass media, she uses the file and extracts of various tabloid
articles on her in order to define her identity and build her argument. This writing strate-

gy is surprising since she announces at the beginning that she intends to present the real



Katarina Witt (7). In order to fulfill this goal, she would need to distance herself from the
media and present her own version of the past. Yet, she limits her public image to the in-
formation already written or published on her. Witt’s self-justification and her failure to
denounce the Stasi are therefore central concerns to her autobiography. Since her account
offers her an opportunity to respond to the press, I critically evaluate the contradictions,
and silence in her book.

Chapter Seven analyzes Anke Jauch’s Die Stasi packt zu (2007), the file-based
autobiography of an ordinary East German citizen who merged her personal story and the
file discourse in order to enter the public sphere, provide a form of testimony, and gain
sympathy with, if not compensation, for her cause. Hers is the most personal and politi-
cal text of the four; it is the only one in which the autobiographer explicitly asks for the
reader’s sympathy and requests compensation for the mistreatment she suffered while
under observation. Unlike the three other autobiographers, Jauch was not previously a
public figure: she started to write about her experience under observation only after being
released from Hoheneck prison, where she was incarcerated for a year after failing to es-
cape to West Germany through Bulgaria, and after accessing her Stasi file. Jauch’s narra-
tive voice, like Lengsfeld’s, suggests that she feels herself to have been a victim of the
Stasi at that time. As a form of working through her past, her life narrative not only cap-
tures her experience in words but also denounces her harsh treatment in prison. Since
Jauch considers herself innocent, her autobiography emphasizes how she survived injus-
tice and the consequent psychological and physical scarring (Jauch “Personal”). Like
Lengsfeld, she does not ask to be seen merely as a victim of the Stasi; however, she em-

phasizes how unjustly the Stasi treated her and suggests that to come to terms with her



past requires her to make public her experience of arrest and imprisonment in the GDR.
Jauch’s account is thus a personal testimony that adds to the German literature of the
Wende.

Chapter Eight questions how this form of autobiography has expanded the under-
standing of GDR literature generally while examining how the opening of the Stasi rec-
ords affected the lives of those who had been under observation. It examines why despite
superficial similarities to other state archives the Stasi files must be seen as different from
others. Further, it explores how these file-based autobiographies balance between the
need to share a personal testimony and the necessity to raise public issues with regard to
the opening of the files in transitional justice. I discuss the ethics involved when autobi-
ographers appropriate material written by a hostile former state security service and use it
to write their autobiographies, and support their claims of authenticity.

The first part of each central chapter on the autobiographers analyzes the narrative
characteristics of the text in question. The goal is to identify and describe the principal
features (voices, discourses, perspectives, motives, and implicit audience) of file-based
autobiographies in order to build a catalogue of the sub-genre’s identifying characteris-
tics, while comparing and contrasting each work’s unique features to those of the three
other accounts. In my analysis | consider the identity of each author and the construction
of the autobiographical discourse with the help of the file, that person’s declared inten-
tions, the circumstances in which that file-based autobiography was produced, any differ-
ences between its announced and delivered messages.

The second part of each chapter focuses on how remembering processes are en-

gendered and mediated by these files. The goal is to examine how these processes are
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conceptualized by the data subjects, how they write about them, what value they give
them, and why they rely on them. Furthermore, by analyzing how former data subjects
use their personal files as a medium through which they can introduce themselves and
authenticate their narrative voices, these segments investigate how these files are re-
functionalized as literary and political tools. Although each of these file-based autobiog-
raphies stand out from those data subjects who have remained silent, to some degree the
resulting stories represent what happened to thousands of other data subjects.

Despite their differences, all four autobiographers engage with their files in order
to construct their arguments, and to provide individual perspectives on the extent to
which their memories have been initiated, replaced, or contradicted by the contents of the
file. The different degrees to which these four writers express emotion and censor them-
selves in response to their encounters with their files correspond to their individual politi-
cal perspectives, treatment by the Stasi, and quality of life under Stasi observation. All
four autobiographers engage with their personal records and indicate explicitly or implic-
itly that these records influenced to some extent the construction of their life narratives.
Through their construction process, these four texts illustrate how former data subjects
can turn to their advantage the fact that Stasi files are considered by the public as authen-
tic material. As they incorporate file fragments into their narratives, these writers fulfill
their personal agendas: justifying themselves, looking for truth, examining the influence
of their files on their memories, and advancing their critiques of the Stasi. Their work re-
veals that autobiography is no longer only the analysis of turning points in life or the de-
velopment of one’s personality, but may instead function as the appropriation of others’

reports that permits truths to be made public about life under observation.
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All four writers criticize the Stasi and its modes of operation. Without necessarily
trying to present themselves as victims only, Lengsfeld, Jauch, and Witt also strive to
emphasize that they did not collaborate with the Stasi or derive any benefit from their
contact with state authorities. They criticize the Stasi’s organization and its objectifica-
tion of its subjects of observation: Lengsfeld describes how her husband used the most
intimate relations to gather incriminating information on her (Wollenberger 154); Jauch
details her inhumane treatment in prison (Jauch Stasi 112); and Witt emphasizes how ex-
ploited she feels by the state’s lack of appreciation after the fall of the Berlin Wall of her
efforts to represent the GDR (Witt Jahre 203).

At the same time, by locating their files at the heart of their autobiographies, these
authors all contribute to an autobiographical sub-genre. They deviate from major autobi-
ographical trends in the sense that they feature their Stasi records in their narratives, tell-
ing their stories through this external storage medium instead of relying primarily on their
own memories, and focusing on their encounter with their files or their time under obser-
vation as recorded in such documents. The authors’ use of their files offers the general
public the only insights into these Stasi documents and the writers’ experiences on which
the files are based.

Although the writing of these autobiographies was triggered by different motiva-
tions, all four file-based autobiographers rely on access to and incorporation of Stasi files
as literary and political tools in the production of their narratives. Analysis of these texts
reveals how official files can function in this autobiographical context while also contrib-
uting to the literature of the Wende generally. I therefore attempt both to situate these lit-

erary works in their socio-historical moment and to underline their similarities and differ-
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ences. Since the meaning of working through the past differs from one individual to the
next, [ pay particular attention to the goals these writers seek to achieve through their
writing.®
Considering these file-based autobiographies as a sub-category of the literary gen-

re of autobiography raises the question of what genres and sub-genres are, and what the
literary, historical, and readers’ perspectives might be on such works. A genre corre-
sponds to a “style or category of painting, novel, film, etc., characterized by a particular
form or purpose” (“Genre”). A literary genre can be defined as a text written in a specific
social context and situation and it is characterized by a distinct style from other literary
genres. As a result, readers generate expectations with regards to the work’s format, con-
tent, and truth value as determined by the literary genre in question. Additionally,

the work of genre is to mediate between social situations

and the texts that respond strategically to the exigencies of

those situations [.... W]hen texts are well conceptualized

and well constructed, they perform the genre [...]. The

work of genre analysts is to track these textual regularities

and irregularities and explain them in terms of the relevant

and pertinent social circumstances and the rhetorical de-

mands they engender. (Swales 14)
We may talk about a sub-genre when authors take a similar but distinct textual approach

to comparable but different social or historical circumstances (Medway 141). An autobi-

ographical sub-genre for instance, displays the general tendencies and criteria of autobi-

% The mediation of the lives of former data subjects by an external storage medium is a major difference
between file-based autobiographies and the narratives of other victims’ literature such as the voices of
Holocaust survivors like Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl, Hannah Senesh’s Hannah Senesh: Her
Life and Diary, Janusz Korczak’s Ghetto Diary, Emmanuel Ringelblum’s Notes from the Warsaw Ghetto,
Ina Friedman’s The Other Victims: First-Person Stories of Non-Jews Persecuted by the Nazis, and Terry

Walton Treseder’s Hear O Israel: A Story of the Warsaw Ghetto, among others.
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ography, but also includes at least one major difference or deviation from the main genre
it descends from. The engagement of the former data subjects with their file and its inser-
tion in their narrative thus allows file-based autobiographies to be grouped as an autobio-
graphical sub-genre. File-based autobiographies are distinguished by the very specific
reactions of the former data subjects to their encounters with their files. Some of them
(like Lengsfeld and Witt) were forced by the media to make public statements regarding
their suspected collaboration with the Stasi prior to 1989, while others (like Ash and
Jauch) felt personally compelled to write about their experiences under observation and
to reflect critically on their files and the Stasi. While genre does not always imply clear
boundaries, it engenders specific expectations from readers, and labeling a literary work
according to its genre guides readers’ expectations. In the case of life narratives, expecta-
tions of the autobiographical pact are fundamental. In autobiographies, this pact means a
form of agreement between the autobiographers and readers when the writers commit to
tell the truth by the best of their abilities.

When file-based autobiographies emerged in Germany after the opening of the
Stasi files, those written by public figures and ordinary citizens became central to politi-
cal and social debates. The file-based autobiographies I selected for this study provide the
core material for my literary analysis. Their analysis broadens our concept of the autobi-
ographical genre and of the Stasi files. Within the post-1989 literature, these texts offer
unique autobiographical responses to the Stasi legacy since German and foreign former
data subjects are the only ones to have benefitted from the Stasi Files Act to acquire this

medium and turn it into their own life story. My research focuses on the literary response
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to the transitional justice in Germany’ by studying an emerging autobiographical sub-

genre that results from the appropriation of once-secret files.

The data subjects’ file-based autobiographies are only part of their working

through of their past, if they can ever work through it at all. The issue of how to measure

the success of a “Vergangenheitsbewiltigung” is unclear, as Tobias Freimiiller suggests

in Online-Redaktion:

[T]s it a question of taking legal action to ensure that the
guilty are punished? Is it a need to provide financial or
symbolic "compensation" for the crimes? Is it a matter of
society asking critical questions of itself and facing up to its
responsibility? Should the success of "Vergangenheits-
bewidltigung" be measured by changes in political and soci-
etal conditions, i.e. by the [construction] of a stable and
democratic community? Or is it primarily a question of
reconciliation between perpetrators and victims, as the
Truth and Reconciliation Commissions were supposed to
promote following the end of the apartheid regime in South

Africa? (Freimiiller)

Of the four selected data subjects, Ash alone does not need to engage in this process of

working through the past, because neither his career nor his psychological well-being has

been affected by his viewing of his Stasi file. However, his autobiography offers critical

reflections about what it could mean for German people generally as well as his inform-

ers in particular to work through the GDR past. Additionally, he considers how his be-

havior might change now that he lives according to the principle that he may be spied at

any moment.

The opening of the Stasi files compelled political figures (Lengsfeld) or known

personalities such as elite athletes (Witt) to define their relationships with the previous

7 The period of transitional justice in Germany after the fall of the Berlin Wall covers principally the 1990s.
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political regime. While for some the act of working through the past or reflecting on it
arises from either curiosity, as in the case of Ash, or from an inner need to write about the
experience of being under observation, as was true for Jauch, I argue that for all these au-
tobiographers the coming to terms with the past requires that they define a political agen-
da, a critique, or a personal stance in relation to the defunct GDR.

My research is anchored in Genette’s method of narrative discourse analysis,”
which offers the tools for a structural analysis of how these autobiographers construct
their life stories and argumentation, present themselves, and frame their critical message.
I chose this method rather than others in order to build a catalogue of what characterizes
file-based autobiographies. I consider the claims that the narrating “I” makes at the be-
ginning of each story and assess how fully these goals are fulfilled or if contradictions,
silences, or ambiguities remain. | particularly focus on the implicit audience addressed
and the response the autobiographers seem to be soliciting. Additionally, I question the
reliability of the autobiographical subjects and study how they use their file-based-
autobiographies to respond to their own experiences with their Stasi files. My analysis
thus considers the identity of the narrator outside and inside the autobiography, the per-
spective of the data subject, and the possible personal motives influencing the writers.

Data subjects who suffered under the Stasi are keen to convince their readership
of their truthfulness in order to gain acceptance of their accounts concerning the GDR or
the wrongs committed against them. Therefore, I evaluate how these autobiographers use
the Stasi’s own tool — its files — to criticize the Stasi, to develop textual authenticity

and to justify publishing their stories. I study how the writers use the file in constructing

¥ In my study I use Genette’s discourse analysis to focus on the narrative voices, perspectives, and overall

structures of the autobiographers’ arguments.
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their arguments, how it helps to form their narrative identities, and how fully it docu-
ments their critical observations.

Due to the lack of existing scholarship on file-based autobiographies as a sub-
genre of autobiography,” my analysis draws largely on the autobiography theories of es-
tablished scholars writing in the later half of the twentieth century as well as on scholarly
articles about the issues related to the opening of the Stasi files. Additionally, in February
2010 I traveled to Berlin where I visited the Stasi archives and interviewed autobiog-
raphers mentioned in my research, Vera Lengsfeld, and Susanna Schadlich, as well as
one theoretician, the late Cornelia Vismann. Then, I traveled to Frankfurt to interview the
autobiographer Anke Jauch. Although I tried to analyze these literary texts as objectively
as possible, my trip to Berlin combined with these encounters impacted my perception of
these subjects in the light of their socio historical background. I felt sympathy for the case
of Lengsfeld, Schadlich, and Jauch, even though I met them only once. In addition to the
interview with Jauch, our e-mail correspondence helped me understand her story from a
very personal perspective and to feel part of the pain she experienced under observation.
Through this e-mail exchange I perceived the misery she had to overcome as she wrote

her book.

? Many dissertations on autobiography have been completed recently, but none investigates the topics of
the Stasi, MfS, Staatssicherheit, State security service, and GDR individually or in combination with the
archives of the MfS, as my study does. As for a recent thesis on archives and autobiography, “Archiving
self: Effacement, erasure, disappearance” by Litia Townes Perta (University of California, Berkely) in 2007
examines contemporary American artists’ conceptions of the subject through archives, silence, and disclo-
sure. My study differs from it since it analyses the legacy of a former state security service in the construc-

tion of personal life stories.
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After these meetings I understood that the access to their files symbolized a form
of re-appropriation of life fragments, as was theorized by the scholar Alison Lewis.
Viewing their files allowed these people to recover stolen photos, letters, etc., in turn not
only facilitating their writing of their life stories, but providing them with the opportunity
to rewrite and particularly to respond to the Stasi accounts of their lives (Lewis 377). Au-
thor Jiirgen Fuchs mentions the photograph of his daughter that was removed from his
prison cell but which he found again when he accessed his Stasi records, an example of a
Stasi file containing stolen fragments of a life. However, the acts of reading these Stasi
files and re-appropriating their contents do not necessarily open doors to reconciliation or
a coming to terms with the past. Susanne Schédlich, whose uncle betrayed her and her
family when he worked as an IM, said that it was impossible for her to forgive him or
anyone who tried to convince her to forget about the implications of his collaboration
with the Stasi (Schédlich “Personal”). Similarly, Anke Jauch argued that a lack of psy-
chological and financial support limited her ability to work through her past (Jauch “Per-
sonal”).

The thesis thus provided various models of response to the Stasi files and this va-
riety showed differences between those who have been significantly impacted by the Sta-
si and those who were not. With the exception of Ash’s account, the other texts are inac-
cessible to readers with no knowledge of German. In addition to expanding the under-
standing of this sub-genre and of files as memory-technology, my research makes this
knowledge available to a non-German North American audience unaware of the conse-

quences of the Stasi Files Act on the autobiographical genre.
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2 The Autobiographical Genre

File-based autobiographies first appeared after the Stasi files were opened to the data sub-
jects. The early stages of this phenomenon recall the final scene of Florian Henckel von
Donnersmarck’s Oscar-winning film Das Leben der Anderen, which examines the per-
spectives of former data subjects affected to different degrees by their files and the Stasi’s
presence in their lives. At the end of the film Dreyman, one of the principal targets of ob-
servation, s sitting at a desk in the reading room of the Gauck'® Behérde, the German
commission that keeps the Stasi files. As he reads a part of his personal file his gaze be-
comes more intense: he seems to be recalling the events he is reading about. Although his
face stiffens with emotion, he appears to remain focused on finding answers, leafing
through the pages of his file and remembering his past. This semi-fictional episode
evokes the experience that engenders file-based autobiographies as defined by Vismann:
the data subjects’ initial encounters with their files (referred to in this study as the ur-
szene of file-based autobiographies, as it were). While this ‘Urszene’ marks the birth of
this literary sub-genre, its name first appeared as “Biographie nach Aktenlage” (Vismann
Akten 313) in Cornelia Vismann’s Akten: Medientechnik und Recht in 2000 and was
translated into English as “file-based autobiography” (Vismann Files 156).

The data subjects reading their files for the first time are, like Dreyman, able to
access and use this material, their unauthorized biographies, in order to give a degree of
authenticity to their stories, justify their publication, and define themselves in part by us-

ing evidential material from their files. Dreyman’s non-fiction literary product is a “file-

10 Joachim Gauck was the first administrator of the Stasi files from 1990 to 2000 and the institution was

named after him. Since 15 March 2011 it is administered by the journalist Roland Jahn.
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based autobiography” because it is assumed that it has been structured and motivated by
the Stasi record.

This first chapter begins with a discussion of the term “autobiography,” since it is
the broader category to which file-based autobiographies belong. Furthermore, I aim to
provide additional parameters for the term “file-based autobiographies” initially formu-
lated by Cornelia Vismann. In this chapter I identify and analyze the predominant autobi-
ographical characteristics relevant to the understanding of file-based autobiographies
since its focus is the development of file-based autobiographies, not a history of the auto-
biographical genre itself. This study’s investigation of the genre is restricted to limited
parameters of autobiographies from the second half of the twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries since its focus is the development of file-based autobiographies, not a history of
the autobiographical genre itself. In fact, the earliest forms of autobiography belong to
different genres, such as letters and diaries, and tend to cover themes of religious conver-
sions, confessions, or stories of self-development unrelated to the structure and contents
of file-based autobiographies.'' Another reason for restricting my focus to this recent pe-
riod only is that scholarly studies on autobiography as a genre began only in the twentieth

century. Since file-based autobiographies have not previously been studied as a literary

" Earlier autobiographical works exemplifying these different genres and subjects include the “[Confes-
sions] (Augustinus 397/398, Rousseau 1782, 1789), Biographie (Johann Philipp Hagen 1794, Friedrich
Wilhelm v. Hoven 1840), Denknisse (Friedrich Ludwig Jahn 1835), Dichtung und Wahrheit (Goethe 1811-
1831), Erinnerungen (Willibald Alexis 1900, Wilhelm v. Kiigelgen 1870), Erlebtes (Wilhelm Dorow
1843/44), Leben (Franz Xaver Bronner 1795-1797), Lebensbeschreibung (Adam Bernd 1738), Selbstbiog-
raphie (Franz Grillparzer 1853), zunichst auch in diesem Sinne noch Memoiren (Karl Heinrich v. Lang

1842)” (“Autobiographie™).
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sub-genre, this research proposes an initial framework designed to situate file-based au-
tobiographies in the broader context of twentieth-century autobiographies.

According to its Greek roots, the word “autobiography” means the life (f1o0) writ-
ten (ypagia) by oneself (avto). Autobiographical writing therefore consists of the con-
scious literary construction of the autobiographers own life with an emphasis on major
developments in their personality, turning points in life, and influences on their personal
growth. Narrated in the first person, autobiographies result from a selection of remem-
bered events which are usually represented through prose, but also sometimes through
visual genres such as collages or photographs. Autobiographies tend to describe a process
of personal development, from early childhood to adulthood or old age, and the autobiog-
rapher is expected to fulfill an autobiographical pact of truth.

In the 1950s, English (Roy Pascal), American (Wayne Shumaker) and French
(Georges Gusdorf, Philippe Lejeune) autobiography theorists (‘“Autobiographie’) began
to produce structural and stylistic analyses that differentiated autobiographies from nov-
els, diaries and personal letters. In his essay “Conditions et limites de 1’autobiographie”
(1956), Georges Gusdorf defines the autobiographical act as a practice requiring the writ-
er to reflect on the personal past and he likens that process to observing one’s life from an
aerial perspective or to an archaeologist searching for city maps, road directions, ruins, or
fortifications (Gusdorf “Conditions and limits” 38). Autobiographers reflect on their per-
sonal lives in order to identify decisive factors of influence to their “parcours de vie”
(Baudouin) that are obvious only in hindsight (Gusdorf “Conditions and limits” 38), as
discussed with Jean-Michel Beaudoin. This reflective process in turn gives writers the

opportunity to see meaningful causal connections between several of their life events. In
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the 1950s, then, the autobiographer’s focus, was to establish and comment on such con-
nections (Gusdorf “Conditions and Limits” 45).

In contrast, in the 1960s, critical models focus — to a larger extent than before — on
the socio-historical aspects of autobiographical writing: that is, rather than exploring only
the personal events that have shaped their lives, these autobiographers also discuss the
milieu in which they have lived, taking meaning from their social roles and their histori-
cal context. In Design and Truth in Autobiography (1960), Roy Pascal emphasizes that
autobiographical knowledge allows individuals to “review [. . .] a life from a particular
moment” (Pascal 3), relating themselves to their milieu in an attempt to understand how
their lives have been marked by the socio-historical structures and cultural events of their
time. Pascal underlines the importance of hindsight to autobiographers as they “alter ear-
lier judgments and detect significances which escaped them at the time” (Pascal 4). This
interplay between the present and the past rather than the portrayal of the past as a sepa-
rable entity is what in Pascal’s view gives autobiography its value: “its significance is
indeed more the revelation of the present situation than the uncovering of the past” (11).
Seeking meaning in the past from the perspective of the present, autobiographers revise
their personal histories.

Pascal’s theory of autobiography considers how in the narrating process memory
modifies the past. Yet “memory is a [fallible] faculty, and [. . .] it inevitably changes past
experiences with a meaning they acquire only in retrospect [... which allows for] the
danger of deluding oneself about oneself, and of substituting an ideal self for the real”
(Pascal 163). Autobiography becomes art rather than factual documentation, a deliberate

interpretation of life. Whether the life narrative strikes its audience as primarily artful or
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evidential, it inevitably results from the writer’s interpretations and personal understand-
ing of the past expressed in writing. Interpretation and artistic re-arrangement of the past
are central issues in file-based autobiographies: Former data subjects have purposefully
selected particular episodes from their Stasi files in order to frame their arguments and
influence their readers’ perceptions of their work.

Despite apparent selections of facts and self-editing, the concept of authenticity is
central to the autobiographical genre because it directly affects readers’ expectations that
autobiographies are truthful. Since the 1970s, the notion of veracity in autobiography has
been defined as the authors’ intention to reveal their autobiographical truths according to
the best of their abilities. Some discrepancies with reality are inevitable since the lan-
guage used to write an autobiography or any type of writing requires selection and ma-
nipulation of truths. Thus, according to Philippe Lejeune in his L ‘autobiographie en
France (1971), autobiography is defined as the “[r]écit rétrospectif en prose qu’une per-
sonne réelle fait de sa propre existence, lorsqu’elle met 1’accent sur sa vie individuelle, en
particulier sur I’histoire de sa personnalité” (Lejeune Pacte 14), even if the autobiogra-
phical production implies slight discrepancies with reality. The autobiography is an
agreement between the author and the readers, an “autobiographical pact” in which the
authors promise to narrate their life as accurately as possible to the best of their abilities
(Lejeune Autobiography ix). In response, readers expect to read about events recounted in
a factual rather than fictionalized way. If events presented as autobiographical are later
proven to have been presented inaccurately, the autobiographer in question can therefore

be accused of breaking this autobiographical pact of truth.
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In contrast, authors of fiction have no responsibility to present verifiable state-
ments in their narratives. While the autobiographical novel and the autobiography can
both be written from the first-person narrative point of view, the autobiographical pact
distinguishes the autobiography from the other literary forms. Additionally, the existence
of the author being the same as the protagonist makes the difference between autobiog-
raphies and autobiographical novels:

Comment distinguer 1’autobiographie du roman autobio-
graphique? Il faut bien 1’avouer, si 1’on reste sur le plan de
I’analyse interne du texte, il n’y a aucune différence. Tous
les procédés que 1’autobiographie emploie pour nous con-
vaincre de I’authenticité de son récit, le roman peut les imi-
ter, et les a souvent imités. Ceci €tait juste tant qu’on se
bornait au texte moins la page du titre; dés qu’on englobe
celle-ci dans le texte, avec le nom de 1’auteur, on dispose
d’un critere textuel général, 1’identit¢ du nom (auteur-
narrateur-personnage). Le pacte autobiographique, c’est
I’affirmation dans le texte de cette identité renvoyant en
dernier ressort au nom de l’auteur sur la couverture.
(Lejeune Pacte 26)

From readers’ perspective, an autobiography offers an unexpected opportunity to
see behind the scenes and learn about the life of the autobiographer from that person’s
point of view. However, like-Pascal, Lejeune admits that lapses of memory should be tol-
erated in life narratives despite the pact of truth, since they represent a construct of reality
that does not recapture life as it happened. In the late 1970s the problem of veracity in
autobiography resurfaces as a central question in Paul de Man’s essay “Autobiography as
Defacement” (1979). De Man argues that the medium of autobiography requires art inso-
far as the constraints of the writing process limit the truthfulness of the written text. That

is, in writing a life narrative an autobiographer must select episodes, a language, a point

of view, order, relationships between events, and meanings within that life.
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The action of writing in these ways determines the content of that life since it is
not possible to transcribe life exactly as it has unfolded. De Man explores the relationship
between life and autobiography thus:

We assume that life produces the autobiography as an act

produces its consequences, but can we not suggest, with

equal justice, that the autobiographical project may itself

produce and determine that life and that whatever the writer

does is in fact governed by the technical demands of self-

portraiture and thus determined, in all its aspects, by the re-

sources of his medium? (de Man 920)
Unlike Pascal, who sees memory as responsible for distortions of reality, de Man argues
that such distortions occur in the process of language attempting to imitate reality: “To
the extent that language is figure (or metaphor, or prosopopeia) it is indeed not the thing
itself but the representation, the picture of the thing and, as such, it is silent, mute as pic-
tures are mute. Language, as trope, is always privative” (de Man 930). In this sense, de
Man claims that autobiographers do not so much describe their lives as write them:
“Autobiographie heiit demzufolge nicht be-schriebenes, sondern ge-schriebenes Leben”
(Wagner-Egelhaaf 16). The lives autobiographers narrate are thus shaped according to
their personal responses to selected events, the emphasis they give these events, and their
perceptions of causal relationships between them.

Referring to the first purpose of the Stasi Files Act, the ability to see where their
“fates” seem to have been determined by their files, one can argue that the files of former
data subjects indeed to some extent changed the course of their lives: Not only have these
records the capacity to affect memories of life episodes, but they also contain guidelines

for “ZersetzungsmalBnahmen” (roughly, procedures of destruction and disintegration) that

influenced the lives of the data subjects. These disintegration tactics outline measures to
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take by the Stasi in order to cause the data subjects personal and job-related misfortune
that those affected would never be able to precisely explain; the “Zersetzungsmalinah-
men” thus destroyed lives (Firma). Since their subsequent viewing of their files guided
these individuals as they constructed their narratives, those Stasi files can be seen as con-
tributing to a written life rather than a described one, and the data subjects as reconstruct-
ing rather than recording their autobiographies. File-based autobiographies are testimoni-
al narratives'” in the sense that they provide a testimony about life under surveillance and
the engagement of former data subjects with their files from the perspective of those who
were observed by the Stasi.

Since file-based autobiographies are testimonial narratives, former data subjects
writing their autobiographies seek to document their life stories with evidence from their
files. In this sense that their files construct their narratives of their life stories just as they
previously directed their lives. In a literary context, these files function as memory
triggers as well as evidence for their stories. The core of file-based autobiographies is the
actual subject who writes the narration according to the Stasi file that, in turn, refers to
this subject. In this sense, the roles of biographical object and subject are reversed:
although the Stasi files portrayed people being observed as objects of surveillance, the act
of writing their file-based autobiographies allows those same individuals to see
themselves as writing subjects, and thereby gain authority over their lives. Transforming
into a writing subject means to acquire authority over the written text because the author
in question can decide what to narrate, from what perspective, with which emphases and

for what purposes instead of suffering from the biased reports that a third person would

2 Testimonial literature in general provides a testimony about a historical event.
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write on the account of that same subject of observation. The writing of a file-based
autobiography provides these former data subjects with a chance to reverse the positions
of the observer and the observed, the position of the subject versus the (vulnerable)
object.

The scholar Susanna Egan, in discussing autobiographers of colonized regions,
raises a point of great relevance to file-based autobiographies when she argues that auto-
biographies are a means of “resistance of the [... objectified people] to the controls others
have exercised over their stories; they talk back, not to implode the margins upon the cen-
ter but to decentralize the telling of their lives” (Egan Mirror 11). Former data subjects
offering their versions of their past in this sense “talk back™ so as to correct the portraits
the files have painted. They decentralize the telling of their Stasi biographies in order to
take control over the narration of their lives. Although it may seem paradoxical that some
of them use their files to support their narratives, these files — with their biases and er-
rors — actually document past injustices or manipulations. The autobiographers’ appro-
priation and re-functionalization of their files against the Stasi and their informers reveal
the Stasi’s corruption or abuse of trust. Although the Stasi was never trusted by the gen-
eral German population, no one really knew who was involved with the MfS. The abuse
of trust by husbands or close friends is described in more detail in file-based autobiog-
raphies. In other cases, the extent of that trust abuse is more clearly defined than what the
general public might have imagined due to the film Das Leben der Anderen. In a North
American context, Stasi’s abuses of trust might have been less negatively perceived than
in a German environment. In this sense, not all international readers are aware of the ex-

tent to which data subjects may have been reduced to objects of observation. The film
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might have that effect in Canada and in the United States after it received an Oscar and
came known in those countries. It affected positively how the public perceives the Stasi
because it portrays an informer who interferes in the lives of those he observes and pro-
tects them.

The status of objects of observation might be inverted during the writing process
of file-based autobiographies. When autobiographers write their personal life stories,
“[t]he narrator[s] gains control and authority, and the reader a sense of order and under-
standing” (Egan Patterns 21). When the autobiography is file-based, the act of writing
represents opportunities to set the record straight and to take control over one’s personal
story (in the case of Ash, Lengsfeld, Witt and Jauch), reputation (for Lengsfeld and Witt),
public image (Witt) or future (as Lengsfeld did by filing for divorce). File-
autobiographies also allow their writers to make a political statement (as Ash, Lengsfeld,
Witt, and Jauch all make) or a public appeal to justice (as in Jauch’s case), to analyze a
previous political regime (as Ash, Lengsfeld, and Jauch so), to start a new chapter in their
lives (as Lengsfeld and Jauch in particular describe), or to attempt to come to terms with
their pasts (as Lengsfeld, Witt, and Jauch do).

Except for Ash, the data subjects in this study exemplify that the act of producing
a file-based autobiography is a necessary step in working through the past to try to heal
its wounds. The healing potential of life writing is a major concern for autobiographers
like Jauch, who invested a considerable sum in order to publish her file-based narrative.
This therapeutic aspect of autobiographical writing is emphasized by Marilyn R. Chan-
dler in her book A Healing Art: Regeneration through Autobiography (1990). Despite the

healing potential of writing a file-based autobiography, the reading of a Stasi record may
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instead provoke trauma. Vera Lengsfeld, for instance, learned from her file that her hus-
band had been spying on her since they first met. Although Lengsfeld had previously
been a proponent of opening the Stasi files to the public, she admits that her relationship
with her husband was completely shattered as a result of her reading of her file. Clearly,
the file-reading can constitute a life-changing event. As Lengsfeld emphasizes,
“[t]housands were psychologically destroyed” (Boyes, quoting Lengsfeld). For some au-
tobiographers, the writing process is a written form of talking cure, whereby the autobi-
ographer makes sense of life episodes by restructuring, re-evaluating, and re-telling them
(Chandler 5). For former data subjects, this autobiographical writing exercise allows
them to put events in perspective, to understand their pasts from a different angle, and to
reconsider their previous decisions in light of their present knowledge. As they read the
Stasi reports on their lives, they must then assimilate this newfound knowledge into their
existing ideas of their pasts and evaluate how the Stasi has affected their lives. All of the
selected autobiographers chose to incorporate their files in the construction of their auto-
biographies and their argumentation.

When passages selected by the data subjects for inclusion in their autobiographies
could harm third parties, however, the question of privacy arises. In his “Introduction:
Mapping the Ethics of Life Writing,” Paul John Eakin asks: “[ W]hat is the good of life
writing, and how, exactly, can it do harm?” (Eakin 1). His question prompts readers of
file-based autobiographies to ask in turn how much autobiographers should write about
others. In fact, autobiographers might be criticized for telling too much about their expe-
riences resulting in the infringement of privacy of other informers and shame or imposing

their own interpretations on the events recorded in their files that contradict the Stasi’s
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version. The autobiographical act entails responsibility for the writer and for others who
are either mentioned in the narrative or who are related to the autobiographer. Because
their life stories inevitably involve those who betrayed them, the privacy of other individ-
uals is also compromised.

Lengsfeld denounces her husband as a traitor while Ash, Witt, and Jauch avoid
identifying their informers by their real names. Although sufficient details are provided to
permit most acquaintances and friends to unmask these individuals, the remaining ele-
ment of uncertainty safeguards their identities. In all four cases examined in this study,
privacy issues arise because the reputation of informers remains potentially at risk.

Although she raises ethical questions with regards to autobiographical writing in
general without specifically referring to Stasi files, this concern to reveal the identity of
third parties is addressed in Nancy K. Miller’s essay “The Ethics of Betrayal: Diary of a
Memoirist.” Miller reflects on the moral responsibility of the autobiographer to those
mentioned in the autobiography: Can one harm a third party by writing an autobiog-
raphy? What is the nature of that harm? To what extent can another person interpret an
autobiography as a form of betrayal? These issues are of considerable importance to file-
based autobiographies because former data subjects disclose a historical reality; they tes-
tify to injustices as well as to infringements of human rights and choices. As a result, af-
ter being denounced former collaborators may experience difficulties finding work or re-
integrating themselves socially.

However, not only third parties like the IMs can be vulnerable to former data sub-
jects turned autobiographers. Life writing itself also raises the question of the vulnerabil-

ity of the autobiographers: “When we expose the narratives of our lives to others through

30



the forms of life writing, do we not all become vulnerable subjects?”” (Miller 159). This
issue raises two related questions: Were the ex-data subjects placed in a vulnerable posi-
tion by the Stasi? And could their file-based autobiographies help them regain the control
over what is written about their lives? In fact, their autobiographies may help them gain
the sympathy of the public and justify their past actions or perceptions. This possibility of
the autobiographical genre permits them to attempt to transform their vulnerability into
control over their life stories and to respond to the reading of their personal files. None-
theless, their narratives might give rise to the public accusing these writers of deceiving
them, as happened in Witt’s case. File-based autobiographies tend to encourage readers to
focus on the writer’s file, which is an ambiguous document because it contains both evi-
dence and inaccuracies. Although most data subjects are vulnerable to what informers
would write about them prior to the Wende, the act of writing their file-based life stories
allows these autobiographers to determine what is written about them. After reading their
personal records and starting to working with them, these writers become the subjects
operating with the file, not just the subjects of the files. Thus, the fact that these data sub-
jects gain access to their files and base their life stories on them gives them a position of
authority that they did not enjoy when the informers objectified these individuals in their
reports.

The genealogy of the subject from records returns to its

point of origin: after census technologies have for centuries

provided information that turned humans into an object of

knowledge, this very same knowledge is returned to them

as their personal data, of which they may dispose as they

wish. In the eyes of the law, the census object becomes the
sovereign of its data. (Vismann Files 150)
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This reversal of object / subject positions is evident in the autobiographies of in-
dividuals who have suffered at the hands of the Stasi. Those who considered themselves
— even if only in part — victims of the Stasi are more likely to insert extracts of Stasi rec-
ords into their autobiographies in order to fulfill their personal agendas, transforming the
files into evidence supporting the authors’ claims of innocence or abuse at the hands of
the Stasi. Hence, the file can help autobiographers who wish to use their autobiographies
as testimonies. As data subjects open and read their files, they often perceive to what de-
gree the Stasi. They thus confirm John Sturrock’s concept that autobiographers must see
themselves as being at the center of machinations: “It is not necessary to be paranoiac in
order to write one’s autobiography, but it surely helps [...] to be able to believe that one
has been the victim either of ill-informed attention in the past or else of an unmerited ne-
glect” (Sturrock 27). Such is the case for many autobiographers who base their life stories
on their files: they position themselves as individuals who realize that their lives and
memories have been mediated by their files. Their autobiographies allow them to articu-
late the effects of the files on their memories and lives. Thus, while recent mainstream
studies in autobiography theory focus on the identity of the narrator, file-based autobio-

graphical studies concentrate on how the file mediates both memories and narratives.

2.1 Characteristics of File-Based Autobiographies

The categorization of any literary product engenders expectations (as, for example, a cer-
tain reading mode) from its public: “[G]enre definition does not tell us the style or con-
struction of a text as much as how we should expect to ‘take’ that style or mode of con-

struction” (Bruss 4) and understand its function. A novel is not read with the same antici-
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pation of truth as an autobiography, for instance. Both autobiographies and their sub-
genre, file-based autobiographies, raise the same expectation of truthfulness. However,
the engagement of former data subjects with their files in file-based autobiographical
writing is distinct in several respects.

File-based life writing emerged in 1992 as a response to former data subjects’ en-
counters with their Stasi records. For the first time in history, a large number of individu-
als were given relatively prompt access (within three years of their files being closed, in
some cases) to the files of a defunct secret police agency. Former data subjects can in-
spect documents which they were never intended to read and write their file-based auto-
biographies. The fact that they were able to read their files gave these people a unique
opportunity to reflect on how that reading experience affected their memories and their
lives.

The four autobiographers selected for this study restrict their life stories to their
time under surveillance or following the reading of their files. Although they are the ob-
jects of their files, scholars and other officials cannot call these individuals “objects of
observation” but rather “data subjects.” The latter appellation dates from 1972 and relates

to Germany’s Federal Data Protection Act," legislation that prohibits viewing and treat-

" The “Foreword” of the Federal Data Protection Act (Bundesdatenschutzgesetz or Gesetz zum Schutz vor
Mifbrauch personenbezogener Daten bei der Datenverarbeitung) states that this Act started in 1970 in
Hesse, Germany. The large amount of personal documentation available in information societies combined
with the risk of these data will be used by anyone without any authorization gave rise to this legislation. It
seeks to prevent misuse of personal data by third parties, as explained by this Act: “The amended Data
Protection Act of 1990 is also intended to protect the individual from having his personal rights infringed
upon. The individual must consent to having his personal data collected or stored, or there must be a
statutory arrangement. In general the state is not allowed to collect or store personal data without an

individual consent; the main exemptions are in the fields of police investigations, intelligence services or
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ing persons as objects of information (Simitris 731). Nevertheless, these writers are both
the data and the subject of their Stasi records: On the one hand, the Stasi identifies these
individuals as a form of data and represents these subjects by the information in the Stasi
files. On the other hand, these authors are also the subjects of that data during their pro-
duction of their file-based autobiographies in the sense that they themselves select the
passages and anecdotes from these records that they want to use in order to narrate their
personal stories. In this way, file-based autobiographies, unlike other forms of autobiog-
raphy (by Rousseau, Kant, and de Bruyn, for example), are not told exclusively from
their authors’ perspectives. Rather, the authors’ accounts are mediated by the alien per-
spective of the files, which acts as both a starting point and a writing tool for these life
stories. By appropriating their files, former data subjects are able both to identify them-
selves convincingly as victims or survivors and to critique the existence and contents of
their files as well as the Stasi’s intrusion in their lives.

Supporting her view by reference to the first section of the Stasi Files Act,"*
Vismann posits that the Stasi files assume the same function of self-enlightenment as dia-
ries or personal notes because they enable former data subjects to evaluate how their Stasi
records have affected their personal fates: “This remarkably nonjuridical goal — expressed
with the equally nonjuridical term fate (“Schicksal”) — is based on the assumption that the

Stasi files are capable of storing individual life stories” (Vismann Files 154). This hy-

defence. The data themselves are subject to data protection if they are not exclusively used in the private

personal sphere.”

M«Section I (I) of the Stasi Files Act states that its purpose is ‘to facilitate individual access to personal data
that the State Security Service has stored regarding him, so that he can clarify what influence the state secu-

rity service has had on his personal fate” (Vismann Files 154).
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pothesis presupposes that former data subjects initially assumed that their files contained
not just factual details of events already happened, but rather the very facts that the Stasi
outlined to infringe in the lives of its subjects. Thus, the files of the MfS contain the im-
placable destiny in the shape of the occult institution that governed their lives. According
to Section 1 (1) of the Stasi Files Act, former data subjects assume that the files will pro-
vide them with insights into the extent to which the Stasi manipulated and interfered in
their fates. Vismann supports her hypothesis with the idea that these Stasi files indeed
provide details about “ZersetzungsmafBBnahmen” and other circumstances that affected the
lives of the data subjects.

However, even if their Stasi records provides helpful clarification about the Sta-
si’s stratagems against data subjects, the files sometimes include distortions and biased
misinterpretations of their lives. The contents of these records reflect the fact that they
were produced by hostile collaborators seeking information on citizens who were consid-
ered to pose possibly a threat to the GDR; they therefore are inherently subject to bias,
especially since the Stasi searched for evidence of negative behavior against the GDR.

“In spite of the many differences between the IMs'”, their main task was to provide in-

' The informelle Mitarbeiter (IMs) were the Stasi’s informal collaborators. As opposed to formal
collaborators, the informal ones did not receive regular payments for their work. They were divided into
different categories: “Die Hauptgruppe bildeten die ‘Inoffiziellen Mitarbeiter Sicherheit” (IMS). Sie sollten
der Stasi flichendeckend Aufschlufl dariiber geben, wer wann was aus welchem Grunde machte. Sie hatten
Personeneinschédtzungen vorzunehmen, schriftlich oder miindlich Bericht zu erstatten und Verstofle gegen
Ordnung, Disziplin oder Sicherheit im Arbeits- und Lebensbereich der Menschen aufzuhellen” (Gauck
unheimliche 64). Other categories of informal collaborators included the IME (die Inoffiziellen Mitarbeiter
fiir besonderen Einsatz), the IMB (die Inoffiziellen Mitarbeiter Bearbeitung), the FIM (die Fiihrungs-
Inoffiziellen Mitarbeiter) and the IMK (die Inoffiziellen Mitarbeiter zur Sicherung der Konspiration)
(Gauck unheimliche 64-65).
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formation on people’s attitudes towards the socialist system, especially those suspected of
having contact with ‘negative-hostile’ forces, and to operate in all areas of public life”
(Dennis 94). However, the Stasi lacked the ability to competently analyze the enormous
amount of data it collected:

The sheer mass of material not only threatened to over-

whelm the ministry’s operatives — inundation being the

price to pay for very long ears — but also compounded the

problems inherent in cognitive analysis and operationalisa-

tion. This is not primarily an issue concerning the accuracy

of data — the MAS, it is generally recognized, was diligent in

checking for accuracy — but the obstacles to analysis and

the attendant flaws and errors. (Dennis 244-45)
Additionally, errors in the files may have arisen from misunderstandings between the in-
formers and their superiors, from misinterpretations, or from the fact that the Stasi both
produced and consumed this information, a situation which permitted for conflicts of in-
terest. The ZAIG'® was principally responsible for assessing the data and delivering it to
Honecker and the Politbiiro: thus, the producer and receiver of this data was the MfS,
who sought to avoid information contradicting its preconceptions. The Stasi neither
wanted to admit failure nor show the successes of its enemies, and IMs therefore pur-
posefully silenced some facts (Dennis 245). Other problems of collecting the data were

the difficulties in identifying and prioritizing data at the

collection stage; perceiving the [“]enemy[”] in one’s own

image; striving for cognitive consistency; perseverance
with initial conceptions and existing policies. (245)

'® The abbreviation ZAIG stands for the “Zentrale Auswertungs- und Informationsgruppe” (Central

Assessment and Information Group).
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In some instances, former data subjects resorted to their own diaries as a corrective
source of information, as in Ash’s case, as he says:'’ “even the partly blacked-out names,
addresses and telephone numbers unlock memory’s doors and send me back to my diary”
(28). Sometimes, his diary entries allow him to confirm information or to remember
events portrayed differently in his file (23). A comparison between his file and his diary
allows him to read “two versions of one day in a life. The ‘object’ described with the cold
outward eye of the secret policeman and [his] own subjective, allusive, emotional self-
description” (Ash 10). The reading of a file is not as much as self-study as an exercise of
comparing memory to this document.

Vismann argues that file-based autobiographies are written either to counter the
file or to reconcile file and memory. According to her, former data subjects write their
file-based autobiographies as a counterstatement to their files. “[T]hat is, the autobio-
graphical book [...] is a denial of the inspected file” (Vismann 156). As a result, file-
based autobiographies differ from the files that were handed over to the former data sub-
jects because each of those files “was confronted [by the data subjects] and made to coin-
cide with [... their] life stor[ies]” (156). As a result, file-based autobiographies are con-
structed with or in response to the files’ reports. This data, although sometimes inaccu-
rate, helps former data subjects to hone their arguments and frame their entire life stories.

At times, their autobiographical narratives seek to refute information contained in these

' This tendency indicates, once again, that the former data subjects rely on external forms of recorded in-
formation instead of their memories, as if their lives were continually mediated, structured, and recalled by

an alternate external source of memory than their own recollection power.
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files, and at other times, their argumentation is supported by evidential material from
their files.

Therefore, file-based autobiographers view writing process and the work they
produce as a different product than other autobiographers. Unless their Stasi reports also
describe their childhood, their narratives do not consider their early years; in this sense,
the bio of file-based autobiographies includes only part of the life in question, the time
period documented in the Stasi files: generally the “Zersetzungsmaflnahmen” and the po-
litical views and beliefs of the data subjects at that time, and in some cases also the time
periods in which their arrests, political activities, “suspicious behavior,” and “crimes”
occurred. At the same time, file-based autobiographies include their writers’ reactions to
the reading of their own Stasi records, a component that other sub-genres of autobiog-
raphy do not contain.

Paradoxically, these autobiographies, while challenging the hostile documents
compiled by the secret police, are sometimes also structured to correspond to them. This
tendency to use someone else’s reports and recollections when narrating one’s own life
challenges the usual autobiographical process. Sidonie Smith specifies a major tendency
for autobiographical writing in comparison to biographies and defines a method of col-
lecting data in autobiographies in general that differs from biographies. Since file-based
autobiographies are partly written and constructed with the file, they differ from the auto-
biographical genre in which the authors write their lives according to their own perspec-
tives and primarily with their own memories. I use Smith’s quotation to illustrate that
when file-based autobiographies tend to be written based on material compiled by a third

party, they are then forcibly a subcategory of autobiographies:
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Relatively few biographers use their personal memories of
their subject as reliable evidence, unless they had a person-
al relationship to the subject of the biography (as a relative,
child, friend, or colleague). For life narrators [autobiog-
raphers in general], by contrast, personal memories are
the[ir] primary archival source to support, supplement, or
offer commentary on their idiosyncratic acts of remember-
ing. (Smith 6)

File-based autobiographies are necessarily autobiographies since they are about
the life of the authors written by the same authors and these writers comply with the pact
of truth. However, the way in which data subjects consistently engage with their pasts
through their files distinguishes file-based autobiographies from other autobiographical
genres. Only file-based autobiographies rely on or originate from the stories of hostile
third parties — not to mention of a spy agency — rather than arising from their writers’ per-
sonal memories. These autobiographers re-enact the autobiographical situation defined by
Gunn in which the life narrative is constructed “by the autobiographer who, in effect, is
‘reading’ his or her life” (Gunn 8). These autobiographers do not produce the story of
their lives by themselves; rather, they react to or draw inspiration from their files. These
autobiographers seek support — or are forced to seek support — for their personal mem-
ories in their Stasi records, which allows most of these writers to use the files both to au-
thenticate their life narratives and to fulfill their personal agendas'® in writing their file-

based autobiographies, whether these consist of revenge, self-defense, or self-

justification. Whatever their authors’ motivation, these file-based autobiographies appear

'8 Agendas refer to personal intents and motives to write and publish their autobiography. Even if they say
that they are an “experiment” (Ash 19) or an example of a historical happening (Jauch Stasi 11), these
authors usually have more to say than just naive reflections about this personal experience. Their personal
story in the form of historical testimony encloses judgements and criticism towards the Stasi, the file

opening or the records of the MfS.
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to be documentaries because of their inclusion of photocopied files or quotations from
them. From a historical point of view, this act of re-functionalizing someone else’s ar-
chives for one’s contrary personal purposes is unique: Germany was the first country to
pass legislation (the so-called Stasi Files Act), allowing secret police files to be viewed
by their former data subjects.

Given the pivotal importance of files to this sub-genre of autobiography, my re-
search always returns to their roles, whether as the initial impetus for the writing process,
accounts that interact with the data subjects’ memories, or re-functionalized literary tools
and supporting evidence. In addition to exemplifying memory processes, file-based auto-
biographies raise the issues of counter-memories'’ and personal agendas of denouncing
the Stasi’s abuse of trust, its mechanisms of power, or its malicious intent. In these ways,
this literary sub-genre frequently allows former data subjects to represent themselves as
victims or to counter accusations that they collaborated with the Ministry for State Secu-

rity (MfS).

"1 use the term “counter-memories” to designate the memories of the former data subjects that go against

the information in their files.
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3 Archive Theory and Files

Since the opening of the files of the Ministry of State Security in 1992, data subjects have
been able to assess how specific events in their lives might have been influenced by their
Stasi files.”” More than six million Stasi “Personendossiers” (personal files) exist, four
million on citizens of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and two million on both
Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) citizens (Gauck unheimliche 11), and on foreigners
living in East Germany and suspected of spying prior to 1989.>' While reading their rec-
ords, some former data subjects have engaged in acts of recall and counter-memory that
prompted them to write their life narratives using their files as evidence. That the files in
this way initiated the autobiographical writing process is one way in which file-based life
stories differ from other kinds of autobiographical writing. Furthermore, by using their
Stasi files to serve not only initially as mnemonic and literary devices but ultimately as
support for critical reflections or political messages regarding their files or the Stasi itself,
these writers have uniquely acquired material originally intended to help the state control
their lives. In this sense, they have reversed the original situation, becoming subjects ra-
ther than objects in relation to the Stasi.

Their individual backgrounds and reactions to their files have caused each writer

of a file-based autobiography to deliver a different message. For example, although Vera

20 “The aims of the act basically follow those of the original Volkskammer law, that is, to enable individuals
to access information stored by the Stasi on their person while at the same time providing protection against
the violation of individual rights and privacy; to promote historical, judicial and political appraisal of the
MIS and the GDR; to provide public and private bodies with access to information in criminal
prosecutions, in particular those connected with Stasi operations; to assist in the screening of individuals
for jobs; and to help in the rehabilitation of victims of Stasi persecution” (Dennis 239).

2! Magdeburg's Central Archive also houses at least 15, 000 bags of destroyed material each containing

several thousands of paper scraps (Firma).
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Lengsfeld and Katarina Witt, the two public figures studied here, both felt compelled by
public allegations of collaboration with the Stasi to refute those accusations, Witt justifies
her becoming a beneficiary of the Stasi** and supporting the GDR by emphasizing that
she was also its victim because she was spied on, while Lengsfeld attempts to clarify to
friends, relatives and fellow peace activists that she had no involvement with the Stasi. In
contrast, Ash and Jauch felt no external pressure to narrate their stories, instead deciding
for themselves that they wanted to write. Unlike the three other autobiographers dis-
cussed in this dissertation, Ash explores how reading his Stasi file affected his memories,
what that experience has meant to him, and why some individuals collaborated with the
Stasi. Jauch still seeks compensation for the suffering she experienced under the Stasi and
tries both to justify her attempt to flee and to evoke sympathy.

Despite these differences in their file-based life stories, in appropriating their Stasi
files and re-functionalizing them as narrative tools all four authors engage in an atypical
“Vergangenheitsbewiltigung” in the context of the German Wende. Their narratives are a
departure from other victims’ narratives (like those written during the post-war period or
by the Holocaust survivors) because they constitute unprecedented engagement with Stasi
records and because they embody a re-conceptualization of the definitions and purposes
of administrative or personal files in archive theory. Other victims of totalitarian systems

did not benefit from a legislation like the Stasi-Unterlagen-Gesetz.>* Additionally, other

22 “The term ‘beneficiary’ refers to those persons who benefited in various ways from the Stasi, for
example, [those who received] cash payments” (Dennis 239).

2 The Stasi Unterlagen-Gesetz is also known as the Stasi Files Act. According to Part One Section One,
“[t]his Act regulates the custody, preparation, administration and use of the records of the Ministry for State
Security of the former German Democratic Republic and its preceding and succeeding organizations (State

Security Service).”
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kinds of literature of “Vergangenheitsbewiltigung” or of the Wende focus more on the
demise of the political system itself than on the power of police files, a power that is ac-
tually inherent in all surveillance societies. Only writers of file-based autobiographies
such as those discussed below have used the tool (their files) of a defunct state security
service in order to analyze critically the issues related to that medium and the state’s

mechanisms of power.

3.1 Definitions of File

Since the files are the constitutive elements of file-based autobiographies I initially estab-
lish the definition files and archives theories as parameters to understand file-based auto-
biographies. The following definition of file derives from etymological, historical and
philosophical perspectives. The German etymology of the word “Akten” (files)** refers to
acts and deeds rather than the physical aspect of files: “The very term Akten emphasizes
the quality of action (Handlung). The plural noun for files, Akten, derives from Latin
agere, to act. The Old Middle High German hdndel or hendel for Akten also contains
handeln (to act)” (Vismann Files 10). In its singular form, the noun Akze is the collection
of pieces of writing on one subject or case study, the “(Sammlung von) Schriftstiick(en)
iiber einen speziellen Fall, zu einem bestimmten Vorgang” (“Akte,”
Wortfamilienwérterbuch). An Akte belongs to a category of documents called Archivalien
and defined as “Schriftstiicke, Dokumente, Urkunden; Akten in, aus einem Archiv”

(“Archivalien”). These definitions clarify the physical aspect of the word file and its

2% For clarification, the Stasi Files Law, the Stasi-Unterlagen-Gesetz, refers to Unterlagen, synonymous
with Akten. The word Unterlage (the singular form of Unterlagen) is “etwas Flachiges aus verschiedenstem

Material, was zu einem bestimmten Zweck, oft zum Schutz unter etwas gelegt wird” (“Unterlage”).
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relationship to the meaning of the verb acting; both these aspects are present in autobiog-
raphies where the writers use the documentation in their Stasi records in order to act like
the subjects of their life stories.

The meaning of “action” that the German word implies is not present in the Eng-
lish word “file” which originates from the French “filer” or “filé,” which in turn derives
from Latin “filum” (thread) (Vismann Files 137). In 1871 Louis Leitz made an important
contribution to the reform of filing systems by introducing loose-leaf binders designed to
facilitate access to files (Vismann Files 136-137). Although documents are no longer
necessarily bound together with thread, that original physical characteristic of the medi-
um provided the term: Le petit Larousse illustré defines files as various documents and
papers that have been sewn together into collections on distinct subjects (“Dossier”). Be-
fore forming part of any file, data undergo classification processes, receives a reference
number or title, and is assigned a place for insertion into the file. The New Oxford English
Dictionary defines files as documents serving to arrange papers according to a specific
order so as to facilitate later reference, especially for administrative or legislative instanc-
es (“File”). After files have been opened, they are kept in the archive or storage rooms of
the regulating institution from whence they can be retrieved and viewed only by those
authorized by the institution. Livelton and Schellenberg emphasize the importance of the
institution in shaping, administering, and controlling the circulation of its files (Livelton
16).

Files in circulation are not limited to paper documents. According to Theodore

Schellenberg, the term record can refer any type of media®:

%% The Stasi reports include not only written (or typed) documents but also tape-recorded documentation
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All books, papers, maps, photographs, or other documen-

tary materials, regardless of physical form or characteris-

tics, made or received by any public or private institution in

pursuance of its legal obligations or in connection with the

transaction of its proper business and preserved or appro-

priate for preservation by that institution or its legitimate

successor as evidence of its functions, policies, decisions,

procedures, operations, or other activities or because of the

informational value of the data contained therein. (Schel-

lenberg 16)
Schellenberg points out that it is the value of these documents for future reference and
their function for other individuals, organizations and successors rather than their medi-
um that classifies them as records. Since both the terms records and files are organized
data regulated by institutions for future reference, these words are used interchangeably
in this research project.

The Stasi used their files to record the daily habits, subversive activities, and po-
litical attitudes of specific subjects. With the exception of reports from higher ranking
Stasi officers, the informal collaborators penned most of these files. These documents
record not only occurrences but also information that could prevent infractions or any
types of subversion. “In the Stasi’s view, the greatest national threat [wa]s an attack by
the West or another popular uprising like June 1953” (Firma) a fear that provided
grounds for extensive surveillance and for using the files to monitor the population. In its
attempt to control Germans, the Stasi intended to “stop what were offenses to the Party
before they even took place. Not to let them advance to the point of imprisonment but nip

them in the bud through disintegration measures and such. And likewise to sniff out eve-

ry potential stirring of criticism, preferably before it was even thought of” (Firma). In this

and telephone calls (Dennis 103).
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sense, the files served the Stasi as a powerful tool with which to control potential dissi-
dents before the subversive acts took place. In this sense, the Stasi was proactive in its
interventions because the “[p]olitical criminal law pursue[d] not so much actual acts as
potential acts” (Firma). Suspected criminal activity was recorded on file before it oc-
curred.

Although the Stasi used spying mechanisms that in most ways compared to those
of similar secret agencies like the CIA and the Gestapo, the Stasi differed from other
agencies in the greater degree to which it used informers to infiltrate both public institu-
tions and people's private lives (Dennis 91). The Stasi infiltrated households and most
private relationships: “Die Offentlichkeit wei8 schon, dass Eheminner ihre Frauen aus-
spionierten, Kinder ihre Eltern, und dass Ostdeutschland das wohl am meisten ausgespéh-
te Land der Weltgeschichte war” (Macrakis 13). Those in charge of collecting this in-
criminating data on target individuals were the informal collaborators of the MfS, called
the “inoffiziellen Mitarbeiter.” The sheer number of informers suggests the Orwellian
nature of the society in which citizens of the former GDR lived: Over 250 000 Stasi of-
ficers and agent were employed in the 1980s (Dennis 103). Given this high number of
employees, the German population could suspect to be under observation at any time.
Any remarks on personal habits or daily activity could be kept on file.

The Stasi files were not exclusively recording devices since they also served to
control the lives of their subjects under observation. Vera Lengsfeld’s autobiography
indicates that these files not only recorded information on the data subjects but also
specified plans to spread mistrust among individuals considered to be “negative forces”

with the aim of disintegrating their relationships (Wollenberger 33). Thus, the Stasi not
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only pervaded East German society, but also operated with criminal intent (Lengsfeld
“Personal”). Even small details in files “could be highly damaging as they sometimes
contained intimate details on individuals” (Dennis 103) that the informers could use later.

The Stasi’s complex organization of its files illustrates how much its archives
were a product of the administration that organized them. Even after the demise of the
Stasi, its new regulating institution, the Gauck Behorde, required the assistance of Stasi
informers in order to understand the Stasi’s alphabetical classification and filing practic-
es. For instance, code names”® (whether they were for data subjects or informers) were
ordered phonetically instead of alphabetically,”” and nicknames such as “Fred” and
“Lotte” were classified under “A” for “Alfred” and “C” for “Charlotte” rather than under
the letters “F” and “L.” This classification system explains why the autobiographers’
working through of their pasts could not occur without the cooperation of former IMs or
officers of the MfS in helping clarify the administration’s structuring of its files.

A sense of secrecy and power is associated with such documents, as is the case for

the records of the MfS. Indeed, “[p]Jower has always relied on media and has been consti-

% Code names were given to all data subjects. These code names could be a noun like “Virus,” and “Lyrik,”
or a (nick)name that could be similar to the actual name of the data subject in question but could also be
different from it. Since all informal collaborators also had a code name, their identity could be revealed
only if the data subjects accessed the card that indicated both the actual identity and the code name of the
informer in question.

" Some people may find it confusing to imagine that names are classified phonetically rather than
alphabetically. The following observation is aimed at providing clarification about this practice. During my
visit to the Stasi Archives in February 2010, the tour guide talked about the organization of files according
to the way names would be pronounced as opposed to the way they were spelled. I deduced from this
comment that names like Miiller, Mueller and Mueler would be grouped together regardless of whether
other names would have otherwise been placed alphabetically between them: hence, “Mueliger” would
presumably not have appeared between “Mueler” and “Mueller,” but rather before that entire group of

phonetically similar names.
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tuted by media effects. Government not only consists in overt media effects [...] but is
equally based on less obvious medial procedures such as the recording and archiving of
data or the reception and transmission of information” (Horn “Media” 129). Cornelia
Vismann goes further, emphasizing that a “bureaucratic administration always tends to
exclude the public, to hide its knowledge and action[s] from criticism as well as it can”
(Vismann Files 146), a strategy which has always helped fundamentally hostile bureau-
cracies to increase their authority over citizens:

The poison of universal fear and mutual distrust was more

effective than most people now want to admit. Ultimately,

the State Security’s power rested on precisely that diffuse

irrational fear born of uncertainty. Nobody really knew for

sure how far the Stasi’s tentacles reached, how much infor-

mation they had about each individual or how tight their

network of spies was. (Wolle 139)
Stefan Wolle suggests that the mere suspicion that the actions of the German population
were observed and documented on file affected the behavior and life of this society (Wol-
le 139). In order to maintain this atmosphere of constant mistrust, it was in the Stasi’s in-
terest to keep its files secret.

Unlike police files which merely record events, the Stasi files both documented
and controlled the lives of their data subjects. Instead of gathering data only on the be-
havior of these subjects of observation, agents purposefully recorded information that
could also impact the futures of those who were being observed. In addition, these Stasi

files served to incriminate individuals, find evidence that they threatened the system, or

evaluate the possibility of the Stasi collaborating with them.

48



The breadth of information in these files increased their potential impact on the
lives of the corresponding data subjects. The Stasi files showed, for instance, that they
could sway the outcome of a trial. Lengsfeld illustrates this problem as follows:

Ich fragte ihn [ihren Rechtsanwalt], wann ich mich auf

meinen Prozel3 vorbereiten konnte. Er war erstaunt: Was

denn fiir eine Vorbereitung notig sei? Ich antwortete ihm,

dafl er im Grunde [R]echt hitte, denn bei dieser Art von

Proze wire es schlieBlich wirklich egal, ob ich mich vor-

bereiten konnte oder nicht, denn das Urteil stiinde schon

von vornhereit fest. Ob ich damit andeuten wolle, daf3 ich

keinen fairen ProzeB8 bekdme? Allerdings. Mir sei auch

klar, daB ich nicht wegen meiner angeblichen Delikte ver-

urteilt wiirde, sondern wegen meines Engagements in der

Friedensbewegung und mdoglichst so, daBl mir in Zukunft

der Mut zum selbstindigen Denken verginge. Ob ich das

auch vor Gericht sagen wiirde? Nein, das wiirde ich mei-

nem Anwalt tiberlassen. (Wollenberger 108)
These files affected trial outcomes. Lengsfeld was betrayed not only by her husband but
also by her lawyer (Childs 110) since he used her file against her. In her file-based auto-
biography, Lengsfeld exposes the Stasi’s control of her life by providing evidence of the
“ZersetzungsmalBnahmen” used to destroy her life (Wollenberger 57-58, 130). Similarly,
Jauch criticizes the judicial system for its arbitrary functioning (Jauch Stasi 87). In other
words, by detailing on the specific effects of Stasi files on their lives, these former data

subjects have identified how these records differ from other types of archival police ma-

terials.

3.2 Definition of Archive and Archive Theory

In German, the word Archiv derives from the Late Latin word archivum or the Greek

word archeion, which means the location of something, Regierungs-, Amtsgebdude (““Ar-
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chiv,” def. ¢). Archiv therefore implies the systematic organization of material or the
room itself where files and other documents are preserved. The word Archiv also refers to
the content of the location called an archive. In this sense, an archive, or archived materi-
al, is the “geordnete Sammlung von [historisch, rechtlich, politisch belangvollen]
Schriftstiicken, Dokumenten, Urkunden, Akten (“Archiv,” def. b). Files are intrinsically
related to the meaning of the word “archive,” as the location where such documents are
stored or archived. In fact, of course, files can be removed from the archives, be mis-
placed, become the possessions of private individuals, or be destroyed. However, their
original storage location, the archives of an institution, distinguishes them from other
types of documents and lends importance to them.

In English, the word “archive” comes from the Greek arkheia and the Latin
archiv or archia, which refer to the magisterial residence or the public office that houses
official documents (“Archive”). The earliest archives were constructed because “[k]ings
and princes who had no permanent residence used to preserve these documents, together
with the treasury and precious relics of saints, in a safe place or to deposit them with the
institutions of the church, which were the first to develop a certain system in keeping rec-
ords” (Posner 3-4). Archives for paper documents first appeared at the end of the Middle
Ages: when “[t]he residence of the monarchs became fixed, the scope of their administra-
tion expanded, [and] the communities, especially in Italy, began to establish a primitive
kind of archival depository . . . finally, paper came into use” (Posner 3-4). Accordingly,
after the seventh century the word archive came to refer to

[a] place where historical records and other important doc-
uments are preserved; also, the materials themselves. The

first National Archives were established in France in 1789.
Such institutions, known elsewhere as Public Record Offic-
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es, are usually the centralized repository of a nation’s offi-

cial documents. In recent years, the term has also come to

be used for the backup storage of computer data files. (“Ar-

chive”)
In modern usage, “archive” refers to the selected data which an organization, a nation, or
a group of people have decided to preserve while having discarded other versions or in-
terpretations of the same persons, objects, or occurrences.”®

Archive scholarship has focused on what archivists have come to view as the best

archiving principles and procedures for their personal work context. That is, archive theo-
ry focuses on the administration and definition of those documents called files, on how to
archive effectively and retrieve those records, and on providing guidelines that determine
who should access those files, under what conditions, and after what period of time.
Since archive theory centers on storage practices and time considerations rather than on
the insertion of files into life stories, its focus is on how institutions and their agents regu-
late files.” However, due to my literary focus, my approach to Stasi files differs from ar-

chivists’ preoccupation with the role and functions of files: rather than defining files in

relation to archivists’ storage principles, I draw on etymological and historical approach-

% Archive theory is “directed toward achieving, understanding, or improving archival practice” (Livelton
21) by developing ways of working efficiently and formalizing the treatment of specific documents to be
stored within their regulating institutions.

%% Existing scholarship on archive theory focuses on the administration and definition of documents called
Copyright issues as well as personal protection laws apply to literary archives but they have not been an
issue in file-based autobiographies so far: in fact, Ash, Lengsfeld, Witt, and Jauch view their Stasi files as
their property because they are the main subjects of those documents, even if they were written by and for
third parties. None of these authors mentions instances of former collaborators raising copyright issues fol-
lowing the quoting and printing of file extracts in their file-based autobiographies. Personal protection laws
do not come into play either because the authors themselves selected which pieces of information they were

ready to divulge.
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es and study what these files have meant to the Stasi as well as to the autobiographies
based on these documents. These file-based autobiographies have led scholars me to re-
consider what archive theory means in this literary context. Although both archivists and
the writers of these autobiographies use archives, they understand their usage of this type
of material differently. The study of file-based autobiography as literary texts suggests
that the Stasi archives are then detached from existing archive theories as developed and
understood by archivists.

Through history, archives have been associated with the concept of memory due
to its capacity to record almost limitless information. Unlike the human memory, it can
preserve this data for extensive time periods. Vismann suggests that anything not on file
will likely be forgotten (“Out of File” 98), perhaps the reason why in the 1800s the Prus-
sians described their archive as “the ‘soul’ or the ‘memory’ of the . . . State” (99). Similar
to memory, an archive can lead to oblivion, not only to memory storage. In fact, the pro-
duction of files contributes both to the organization of forgetting as well as remembering
(100): Since archives store material for posterity, they determine what data is available to
interested scholars, historians, or other people. Present-day archives may include infor-
mation on any person or event and appeal to an enormous range of interests. Therefore,
archivists attempt to remain as impartial as possible during the classification processes,
attempting to encompass the future needs of as many individuals as possible:

It is his [the archivist’s] duty and privilege not merely to be
as truthful as he can himself, but to be the guardian for the
benefit of others of countless truths of all kinds — truths
which interest him personally and truths which do not; yes,

and truths of which he himself does not perceive the exist-
ence. (Jenkinson 21)
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Hence, the term “archives” refers to the circumstances in which certain things can be re-
membered while others are forgotten: Archives are responsible for the presence or ab-

sence of written data and utterances.

3.3 The Stasi’s Archives

From the Stasi’s point of view, their files served in part to collect and remember infor-
mation on potential IMs that would indicate if the individuals under observation showed
any willingness to work for the Stasi and if they demonstrated “personality traits of the
‘model’ IM: the ability to assess situations both quickly and accurately” (Dennis 95). Ad-
ditionally, the Stasi files gathered information on personal weaknesses that would
facilitate their recruitment by Stasi agents: “Karrierewlinsche, materielle Bediirfnisse und
Ansatzpunkte fiir eine Erpressung, aber auch weltanschauliche Uberzeugungen, die als
Motiv fiir eine Mitarbeit dienen konnten” (Gauck unheimliche 57). During this checking
process, the close relatives, work colleagues, neighbors, and friends of the potential IM
were viewed as possible sources of information about that individual. This person’s polit-
ical views, personal characteristics, habits, sexual behavior, contacts in West Germany,
and membership in organizations were focal points during this assessment period, which
could last up to seven years (Dennis 96).*

Primarily, however, Stasi files aimed to record observations on citizens who ex-

plicitly or implicitly represented a threat to socialism (Dennis 94). To this end, these rec-

3% All informers underwent this checking process, since the Stasi selected its informers rather than accepting
volunteers: “Fiir eine Téatigkeit beim MfS konnte man sich nicht bewerben, sondern wurde prinzipiell
angesprochen und geworben” (Gauck unheimliche 63). In fact, the Stasi suspected people seeking work at

MIS to be already involved in (counter-) espionage activities (Firma).
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ords not only recorded the past but also contained scenarios (“Zersetzungsmallnahmen)
that could help the Stasi purposefully and often maliciously influence the future of the
individuals under observation. Furthermore, informers could manipulate the files’ con-
tents by manufacturing incriminating evidence on data subjects (Wollenberger 57).

Kept for the purposes of the State Security Service, the Stasi’s files included daily
observations of data subjects (Loest 30-31, 92-93 among others), details and justifications
of arrests, evidence supporting crimes, and records of transcriptions of interrogations
with the subject in question (Jauch Stasi 76, 80). In that they thus represented the state’s
hostile actions against those who seemed to threaten the GDR’s project of socialism, the-
se files differed from those archived in schools, hospitals, or other administrative systems
in Germany at that time: as Lewis explains, along with other common measures to deal
with dissident activity, such as expulsion, interrogations, house-arrest and imprisonment,
the file was a ‘technology of power’ that formed part of a suite of finely calibrated mech-
anisms designed to ruin people’s reputations, to jeopardize their careers and education
prospects and generally to demorali[ze] and intimidate them (388).*' From a legal per-
spective, Stasi files could be used to justify and provide evidence to support the MfS’s
arrests and detentions.

Although the MfS appeared like a “conventional intelligence agency” (Firma) it
was distinct from other state security services because it was a “secret police against its
own people [and 1]t maintain[ed] its own detention facilities alongside the jails of the
regular police” (Firma). In fact, the Stasi did not need court-issued arrest warrants before

proceeding.

3! Lengsfeld supports Lewis’s claim here with details about how the Stasi manipulated and edited photos in

order to discredit individuals as well as spread false rumors (Wollenberger 33).
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It was not common to be handed or shown an arrest war-

rant. A person might be picked up off the street. By law, an

arrest warrant had to be issued by a judge or a court of law

but could also be issued by a State Prosecutor, or in special

cases, by the investigating authority which was Division IX

of the Stasi. And the Stasi itself decided what qualified as a

‘special case.” (Firma)
Since the files of the MfS could provide details supporting the designation of “special
case,” the Stasi used them as an instrument of power over detainees, some of whom did
not even know the reasons for their arrests (Firma).

Despite its power the entire Stasi apparatus was subordinated to the ruling Party,
for which the files were intended. “Die absolute Unterordnung der Staatssicherheit under
die Partei und deren Fiihrung geht aus unzihligen offiziellen MfS-Dokumenten und Au-
Berungen von Erich Mielke™ hervor” (Gauck unheimliche 72). The Politbiiro was primar-
ily responsible for operating the Stasi’s surveillance apparatus (75). Within the GDR
government, the SED (Sozialistische Einheitspartei) was responsible for giving orders to
execute the Stasi’s operations as well as to run the structure of the Stasi’s ministry:
“Vielmehr war der eigentliche Befehlsgeber der Stasi die SED-Fiihrung, die ihre Kontrol-
le nicht nur iiber die entsprechende ZK (Zentral Kommittee)-Abteilung ausiibte, sondern
auch tiber die Parteistruktur innerhalb des Ministeriums” (Gauck unheimliche 71). In re-

turn, its service to the SED party the Stasi earned the nickname of the Schwert und Schild

der Partei (“the Sword and Shield of the Party™).** The Stasi files were kept to protect

*? Mielke was the Minister of the MfS after 1957.

33 Perhaps not surprisingly, however, when the time came after the fall of the Berlin Wall to take
responsibility for the acts of inhumanity committed in the name of the Stasi, the IMs refused to
acknowledge their roles. Egon Krenz, former secretary of the Zentralkomittee and representative of the

security police, argues that Minister Mielke and Honecker, the General Secretary of the SED and national
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this system and to protect it against potential enemies, just as if these documents were
also the sword and shield in defense of the ruling party. Seen through these historical per-
spectives, this section indicates how the archives of the Stasi differed from the original
concepts of archives as outlined by encyclopedias, etymology and other historical periods

like the Prussian state (1918-1933).

3.4 The Files after the Dissolution of the Stasi

The fall of the Berlin Wall and the downfall of the MfS generated an unprecedented atti-
tude towards the files: many former observed subjects claimed their Stasi files as their
personal possessions and sought to preserve them. In mid-January 1990 in the Lichten-
berg district in Berlin, slogans such as “I want my file” or “Freedom for the files” attested
to the population’s demand for the preservation of the files (Vismann Files 152). The

public storming of Stasi central on 15 January 1990 in fact resulted from the clouds of

defence representative, bore responsibility for the Stasi’s actions, but both refused to consider themselves
guilty of any wrongdoing. For his part, “Honecker, als Generalsekretir der SED und Vorsitzender des
Nationalen Verteidigungsrates machtigster Mann der DDR, wollte nicht einmal gewuf}t haben, wie viele
Mitarbeiter das Ministerium fiir Staatssicherheit beschiftigte. Und von den vorbereiteten
Internierungslagern fiir Andersdenkende horte er nach seiner Entmachtung angeblich zum erstenmal. Selbst
die Mehrzahl der Stasi-Offiziere wies nach der Wende alle Schuldvorwiirfe erbittert zuriick. Sie
bezeichneten sich oftmals selber als Opfer und suchten in der Behauptung Entlastung, sie hitten doch nur
ihre Befehle ausgefiihrt. Wenn nun die fiir diese Befehle Verantwortlichen — Egon Krenz als zustédndiger
ZK-Sekretdr, Erich Mielke als zustindiger Minister und Erich Honecker als Staats- und Parteichef — von
dem gigantischen Uberwachungssystem der Stasi auch nichts gewuBt haben, trigt offenkundig niemand die

Verantwortung” (Gauck unheimliche 70).
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smoke signalling that former IMs were destroying files’* — in fact, they attempted to an-
nihilate all the Stasi’s material but only succeeded in destroying one third of it (Firma).*®

Clearly, without this public intervention the documents might have been entirely
destroyed. Further, without the pressure of East German citizens, there might not have
been a Stasi Files Act shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall and a longer period of time
would have been required prior to the file opening (Mitter 74 and Danielson 177). “In
Europe there is a trend to harmonize privacy laws along the lines of a thirty-year closure
for records containing personal information” (Danielson 192). However, when victims
have to wait thirty years before viewing their files, they might be too old by the time they
are granted permission to read those documents, which amounts to never having been

permitted to view them. Nonetheless,

3* A month earlier in Rostock a similar incident took place. “In the night of December 4™, citizens occupied
the Stasi’s District Offices in Rostock. [...] Word had gotten out that files were being destroyed in great
quantities everywhere. Mielke had given a special order to do so, which was backed up by Prime Minister
Hans Modrow. For once East German technological backwardness worked to our [the East German’s
population or the former data subjects] advantage because the Ministry did not have enough shredders. So
[Stasi officers] started burning files in remote Stasi offices and people took notice” (Firma). “More
importantly, that same night the rebellious citizens of Rostock demanded that the police take custody of this
building and secure all the files. A group of citizens with police accompaniment combed it, sealed the
rooms and disarmed and discharged the Stasi personnel [...]. That was the end of Stasi work. The citizens’
group, which later formed itself into Rostock’s independent investigative committee, [and] then tackled the
enormous task of viewing the entire body of documents left behind by the Stasi. This, if you will, was the
genesis of the Federal Commission for the Stasi Records” (Firma).

3> Most of that material deals “with the so-called Western activities that the central Divisions for
Intelligence conducted in the former Federal Republic” (Firma). The Federal Commission for Stasi
Records is currently re-assembling by hand what was destroyed. One employee can reconstruct up to ten
pages a day and usually finishes with one bag in nine months, although in one case, an employee had to

spend two years reconstituting the shredded material of one single bag (Firma).
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[t]he national archives of West Germany, known as the
Bundesarchiv, advocated the consistent application of West
German archival policy. This plan would have closed the
Stasi archives for thirty years, except for privileged gov-
ernment access. Personal files would be closed for longer
periods, typically thirty years after the individual’s death.
This thirty-year rule had been standard practice in West
Germany for decades, having been codified in the nation’s
1969 archival law. Chancellor Helmut Kohl also adamantly
expressed his opposition to opening the files. (Danielson
177)

Questions about access to the Stasi records raised the issue of whether they should be ei-
ther preserved and disclosed at all. A more drastic approach was the suggestion to destroy
them altogether:

Despite the heroic work of the January 15 citizens’ groups

to save the Stasi archives, the hastily assembled Control

Commission for the Dissolution of the Ministry of Security

advocated complete destruction of the records, largely out

of fear that they would be exploited by the West German

intelligence service and its allies, including the CIA. (Dan-

ielson 178)
The CIA indeed acquired some files during those days (Danielson 178), thus, justifying
the argument of those who wanted to obliterate the files. Additionally, both the Ministry
of Security and proponents of the files’ destruction based their arguments against opening
the files on security, stating that “an era of politically motivated murder and manslaugh-
ter” (Danielson 178 and Gauck unheimliche 90) would follow access; citizens would not
necessarily be ready to cope with the weight of the past (Danielson 178). Using these
concerns as reasons for the files’ destruction, in mid-January Minister Modrow ordered

that the Stasi’s magnetic bands (which contain similar information than the Stasi files) of

all unofficial Stasi collaborators be destroyed (Gauck unheimliche 82), and in February
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1990 Germany’s advisory Round Table ordered the interim East German democratic
government to destroy more electronic security files of the unofficial collaborators (Dan-
ielson 178). The destruction of these magnetic bands and electronic security files shows
how easily the overall Stasi files might have been destroyed as well if Germany’s adviso-
ry Round Table had ordered to do so.

The prospect of opening the Stasi files raised a number of concerns. Pastor Rainer
Eppelmann, Minister of Defense and Disarmament after 1990, feared that denunciations
and revenge would jeopardize political freedom (Dennis 236); prime minister of the East
German Democratic Republic Lothar de Maiziere, Diestel’s chief, predicted that provid-
ing access to the files would cause murder and manslaughter (Dennis 236). At the same
time, other West German representatives argued that the practices of secret organizations
would be better protected if the files remained closed (237) so that neither the general
population nor other secret agencies could learn about the Stasi’s secret methods of oper-
ation. Additionally, controversies arising from the files might impede the more pressing
task of rebuilding the GDR (237). Another argument against opening the files was
voiced by Peter-Michael Diestel, the Minister of Interior, who claimed that it was an un-
necessary process since everyone in the former GDR except newborns or alcoholics was
to some degree implicated in the Stasi’s surveillance machine, and “files could not prove
[their] innocence” (Dennis 236).At the same time, the consequences of divulging the
identities of those represented in the records codenames that would occur with public ac-
cess to the Stasi files posed significant concerns:

The UNESCO report remains tacitly sceptical of the use of

the files as a form of an extra-judicial truth commission. It
does not advocate allowing hundreds of thousands of vic-
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tims [to] see their files and to learn the identity of their ac-

cusers. (Danielson 192)
Under these conditions former data subjects would continue to doubt the sincerity and
integrity of their relatives, friends, and acquaintances.

The very nature of the files themselves and their unethical means of producing de-
tail also presented an argument against their being opened: some were of “the opinion
that illegally collected data should be destroyed as quickly as possible, or at least be ban-
ished to the depths of the archives for all time” (Wolle 140) because their ultimate use
would justify the unethical Stasi practices in the first place, which included betraying
family members or friends, bugging apartments or suspected individuals, and listening to
the private telephonic conversations of these individuals.

Moreover, if all the files’ reports were considered accurate, candidates applying
for political positions or those already involved in politics would risk being blackmailed
by competitors. False statements from files could be taken as truthful accounts with det-
rimental consequences for data subjects seeking employment and especially those seek-
ing positions in politics or social services (Wolle 140). Therefore, Joachim Gauck, the
first elected administrator of the Stasi archives after 1989, argued, if data subjects did
have the opportunity to read their files, they would have to balance their right to know
what their file contained with the duty to read them from a critical, sceptical perspective;
aside from this critical reading, reconciliation between victims and perpetrators needs

time and dialogue (Gauck “Dealing” 284).
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Those arguing for access to the files, on the other hand, pointed out that for all
their potential impacts and their inaccuracies, the files could contain elements of truth or
evidential material showing the impact of the Stasi on the lives of data subjects. In fact,

destroying or locking away the files would eliminate all ev-

idence, making it impossible to punish culprits or to com-

pensate or rehabilitate victims. Above all, each person had

the right to ‘informal determination[,]’ the right to know

what data an agency had collected about [that person].

(Wolle 140)
And as Danielson explains, “countries that invoked privacy to cover up widespread de-
nunciations in fact lost credibility with the public and underwent more turmoil and politi-
cal instability than Germany did with its policy of openness™ (192). Thus, despite these
many concerns, the right of former data subjects to view their file was granted in 1992
because it was considered that

individuals had the right to discover how they had been

pursued and persecuted by the Stasi; the files were needed

to determine criminal charges, to assess people’s suitability

for political and administrative posts and to provide evi-

dence in connection with claims for rehabilitation and

compensation; and ex-Stasi operatives should be deprived

of their ‘intellectual ownership’ of the contents of the files.

The files, it was also argued, were an essential tool in the

reconstruction of the past and in avoiding the kind of delays

which were symptomatic of the historical reworking of the

Nazi era. (Dennis 237)
The prompt opening of the M{S’s files after only three years was unprecedented, consid-
ering the usual required waiting period of thirty years (Mitter 74). Joachim Gauck
stressed that opening the archives would help the state regain the population’s trust and

recommended allowing data subjects to decide whether or not to view their files. A size-

able response resulted from this decision: Within five years of the Wende, “[m]ore than
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1.85 million requests for access ha[d] been made, over 650 000 by private citizens, wish-
ing to see their own files” (Gauck “Dealing” 281); and within the first ten years of the
files being accessible, the government had processed 1.5 million applications (Danielson
183).*° Germany is to date the only country in the world to implement a law like the Stasi
Files Act that ensures and facilitates®’ former data subjects’ right to view their files (Dan-
ielson 184), although citizens of other post-socialist countries like Herta Miiller in Roma-
nia have also accessed the files of their collapsed national security service.*®

The opening of the files did not lead to acts of general manslaughter, vengeance
and blackmail that the opponents of this choice feared since for Germany’s reunification
process, the overall demand for truth outweighed the demands for punishment and
vengeance. Gauck initially believed that “[t]he Stasi files were to be used for ‘judicial

reckoning with the past’ in order to facilitate prosecution where crimes had been commit-

36 «“Some thirty kilomet[er]s are personal dossiers in the narrow sense of the word. The vast majority of
remaining materials are subject files, i.e. files which are primarily of interest for historical research. The
personal files, on the other hand, are for the most part only of interest for research as examples” (Wolle
141).

37 Germany spends a budget of 102,000,000 Euros annually to administer 170 kilometres of files. Despite
this large budget for these archives it can take a considerable amount of time before a file is handed to the
former data subject in question since information on third parties is blacked according to Article 13 (4) of
the Stasi Files Act. The file itself is depersonalized and removed from its original context.

3% «Several countries tried to address the problem through the judiciary rather than through an archival au-
thority. In the other post-Communist countries more attention was paid to vetting public officials than to
providing people with information on their individual lives. ‘Lustration’ became the term used to describe
the process of examining people’s past in order to determine their suitability for public service in a democ-
racy. Two fundamental flaws in this approach quickly became evident. When closed files are used to de-
termine a civil servant’s reliability, the charges cannot be verified. Careers may be ruined. Politicians with
a questionable past are vulnerable to blackmail. In addition, closing the files, except for verifying holders of
high public office, means that the pervasive spying and culture of denunciation at lower levels of society

remains unexamined” (Danielson 184).
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ted, but also to vindicate those who had been wrongly accused” (Gauck “Dealing” 280).
In this sense, those who decided to view their files were allowed to verify the extent to
which the Stasi influenced their fate and how loyal their friends had been. However, files
have been used for restorative justice in less cases than Gauck anticipated. “In some
sense, the failure of the unified state to punish widespread abuses of trust in the former
regime was compensated for by opening otherwise restricted information. It was a form
of parliamentary rather than judicial justice,” an important component of transitional jus-
tice in democratizing societies” (Danielson 188).*" This parliamentary justice in Germany
seemed the only justice possible to offer to the German population and particularly to the
victims of the Stasi since there was no single perpetrator but a dense network involved in
the mechanisms of power and oppression that the Stasi produced. In this sense, it was al-
most impossible to find the exact culprits and their crimes, not to mention that some of
these crimes were actually justified by the legal system prior to 1989. Instead of punish-
ing countless German citizens the German government allowed the opening of the Stasi
files so that the subjects of observation could determine the extent of the Stasi’s surveil-
lance and impact on their lives.

During the dissolution of the Stasi, a new regime for administering the files had to
be established and revised definitions of what material constituted Stasi “files” had to be
applied, in accordance with the new state’s rules regulating these documents. The

Volkskammer®' drafted the Stasi Files Act (Stasi-Unterlagen-Gesetz) in order to respond

3% The Stasi files cannot be used to punish past crimes (Gauck unheimliche 91).

* However, some data subjects found the viewing of their files insufficient, both on the financial and
psychological levels (Jauch “Personal” and Lengsfeld “Personal”). In addition, some of them still believe
that parts of their files are missing (Jauch “Personal” and Lengsfeld “Personal”).

*! Here, the Volkskammer means “the first and last democratically elected East German parliament”
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to this emerging need. “One of the key outcomes of th[at] law was that it stipulated a bi-
partisan democratically elected official (the first of whom was Joachim Gauck) would
govern an authority separate from the unified government and the federal archive, where
privacy laws dictate no access for 30 years” (Beattie 4). Gauck initially assumed respon-
sibility for the files’ administration as well as the enforcement of the Stasi Files Act.*?
According to Gauck, “[t]he East German parliament’s intention [wa]s to return the for-
mer rulers’ instrument of knowledge to those it had ruled and oppressed” (Gauck “Deal-
ing” 279) so as to answer victims’ need to identify who had and had not spied on them.
Accordingly,

unlike the of the American Privacy Act of 1974, the Stasi

Records Act enabled victims of spying to have nearly com-

plete access to the identity of those who informed on them.

Not only was information that enabled the victims to identi-

fy code names made available to the researchers, but the

staff of the archives actively assisted with the decoding of

pseudonyms. (Danielson 182)
The Stasi Files Act, however, applied to no other data than that contained within the Sta-
si’s records: as article 1(1) of the Stasi Files Act specifies, its first purpose is to facilitate
“individual access to personal data which the State Security Service has stored regarding
him, so that he can clarify what influence the [S]tate [S]ecurity [S]ervice has had on his
personal destiny.” Historically speaking, both the Stasi Files Act and the subsequent
opening of the Stasi files marked a change in archive administration that recalled

amendments which occurred during the French Revolution. In his article “Some Aspects

of Archival Development since the French Revolution,” Ernst Posner identifies the three

(Sperling 401) — that is, from 1949 to 1990.
*2 Marianne Birthler succeeded him as federal commissioner of the Stasi files in 2000; and since 28 January

2011, the journalist Roland Jahn has served in this role.
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outstanding contributions emerging from the French Revolution as all involving archival
practices: First of all, “the framework of a nationwide public archives administration was
established” (Posner 5). Second, the state made a conscious effort to protect, preserve,
and respect “the care of the documentary heritage of the past” (Posner 5). Third, Article
37 of the Messidor decree specified that the public could access and inquire about archiv-
al material in every depository (Posner 5-6). The accessibility to those files after the
French Revolution marks a parallel to the ultimate outcome of the Stasi Files Act on the
accessibility of the Stasi files since, as a result of these three contributions, anyone can
inquire if Stasi records are kept on oneself in any of the Stasi’s depositories. I make a
parallel between the outcome of the Stasi Files Act and the French Revolution’s impact
on archive administration because these are two major historical instances when the regu-
lation and access to archives have been fundamentally transformed and have thus affected
archive theory.

In the case of the Stasi files a breakthrough in Germany’s archive administration
occurred after the demise of the Stasi and the resulting Stasi Files Act: this was the first
time that such secret data was made available to those who had been spied on by the Sta-
si. First, a regulating body took charge of the archive of the former national secret service
and determined, according to the data in these files, which people were victims, perpetra-
tors, or both. Throughout the process of removing the Stasi files from this original regu-
lating body and transferring their responsibility to the Gauck Behorde, all Stasi files
which is administered by a single nationwide body.* Second, the state acknowledged the

public’s interest in these records and passed the Stasi Files Act, which is a law to protect

* This entity is named in accordance with the federal commissioner for the Stasi files holding that position:

Gauck Behorde, then Birthler in 2000, then Jahn in 2011 lending their names to this body.
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them, invested money to reconstitute shredded files, and hired employees to prepare and
preserve this archival legacy for former data subjects and scholars. Third, according to
Article 3(1) of the Stasi Files Act, “[e]ach individual shall have the right to enquire [at]
the Federal Commissioner if the records contain personal data regarding him. If this is the
case, the individual shall have the right to obtain information, to inspect the records, and
to be provided with records as directed by this Act.” Similar to the Messidor decree, the
Stasi Files Act resulted in an increased accessibility to the files. It is precisely this open-
ing of the files that revolutionized the archiving principles of the Stasi and the perception
of these archives from the perspective of the data subjects, the general public and schol-
ars alike, since this documentation was never intended for public viewing. In the eyes of
the Stasi, the primary purpose of these files was for internal use within the Ministry of
state security and the Politburo.

Despite the parallels between the Stasi Files Act and the Messidor decree in revo-
lutionary France, a major difference is the primary purpose of the Stasi Files Act was
non-legislative. “[T]the BStU**, as an administrative organ, has a responsibility to pro-
vide private corporations and public bodies with the pertinent data, which is information
related to the employment in the Stasi of an individual who currently seeks a new job in
the public administration or politics, but no intimate details on that individual’s life. The
BStU is not, however, an investigative and prosecuting body and nor does it make rec-
ommendations on dismissals” (Dennis 241) of those who were indeed former collabora-
tors prior to 1989. Nevertheless, the viewing of the Stasi records directly affected those

working in the civil service and those working in other fields: “By February 1997, ac-

* The BStU stands for the “Der Bundesbeauftragte fiir die Stasi-Unterlagen.”
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cording to estimates by the BStU, 42, 066 people had been dismissed from the civil ser-
vice and around 12,800 non-civil servants removed from their jobs on account of their
Stasi connections” (Dennis 241). However, in terms of providing restorative justice, the
opening of the Stasi files had had almost no repercussions. “While SED Politbiiro mem-
bers such as Krenz and Schabowski have been jailed for indirect participation in man-
slaughter relating to the border regime, the difficulties in a judicial reckoning with the
past are well exemplified by the failure to convict Mielke on a charge other than the of-
fence which he committed in 1931 (Dennis 242). These examples show how the Stasi
informers, officers and the Stasi minister were not subject to judiciary justice after the
demise of the Stasi though they were involved at the core of the Stasi’s authoritative
mechanisms; retroactive justice did not occur. The problem of applying legislation retro-
actively was how precisely to define offences, especially those committed under a dicta-
torship functioning with a different legislation system altogether, so as punish individuals
who participated in unethical spying practices or corrupted abuse of power in the name of
the Stasi prior to the Wende:

Even the modification of the prohibition against retroactivi-

ty by the Basic Law of the FRG and the Unification Treaty

by means of convictions based primarily within the frame-

work of a reinterpretation of GDR law still leaves many

loopholes and underscores the dilemma of judging offences

committed under a dictatorship by means of the instruments

of a Rechtsstaat. (Dennis 242)

Another weakness of the Stasi-Unterlagen-Gesetz was that it was not framed to

support judicial actions. In fact, Article 1(1) of the Stasi Files Act specifies that access to

the files can only provide former data subjects with insight into how their lives have been

affected by the file; it cannot provide a basis for legal action.Vismann argues that this act,
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in providing insights into one’s life, appears thus nonjuridical and is applied in non-
legislative contexts. Perhaps the nonjuridical nature of this new law enabled the produc-
tion of life stories based on the biographies written in the Stasi files which were made
accessible through the Stasi Files Act. “This remarkably nonjuridical goal [of the Stasi
Files Act] — expressed with the equally nonjuridical term fate (Schicksal) — is based on
the assumption that the Stasi files are capable of storing individual life stories” (Vismann
Files 154). For Vismann, perusing those records therefore corresponds to reading a diary
written by a third person, if not by an enemy. In a personal interview in February 2010
Vismann explained that she saw Stasi files as windows on the past: these reports were
merely observations on a subject’s daily life, preferences, habits, and activities. In the
files, the data subject seems to come to life: “[d]as ganze Subjekt wird zur Sprache
gebracht” (Vismann “Personal”). In this sense, the Stasi files provide a sense of this sub-
ject’s life while under Stasi observation. This personal life story on file provides the start-
ing point from which data subjects embark on file-based autobiographical writing in re-
sponse to their reading of their files, or rather the overall material that was considered as
their file.

The fact that after the passing of the Stasi Files Act Stasi records were redefined
affected what information those data subjects who decided to write file-based autobiog-
raphies was made available to them. Files and other material accessible to data subjects
include not only paper documents but also, according to Article 6(1) of the Stasi Files
Act,

1. all information-recording media, irrespective of the form

of storage, in particular a) files, data files, documents,
cards, plans, films, visual material, audio material, and
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other recordings b) machine-produced or handwritten
copies and other duplicates of the above c) evaluation aids,
particularly programs for automated data processing to the
extent that they came into the possession of or originated at
the State Security Service or Department 1 of the Criminal
Police Division of the Volkspolizei (People's Police) or
were given to them for their use; 2. records submitted to the
State Security Service by the courts and public prosecutors.

However, before being read by data subjects or scholars granted permission to view Stasi
archives, the files were blacked out in accordance with Article 13 (4) of the Stasi Files
Act: “In den Duplikaten sind die personenbezogenen Informationen iiber andere
Betroffene oder Dritte zu anonymisieren.”* As a result, the material available to those
former data subjects wishing to reconstruct their pasts and to compose their autobiog-
raphies accordingly was limited: Not only might some sections of files be missing, but
some interrogation statements also seemed to have been distorted, leaving former data
subjects with the impression that their real files remained hidden, as Vismann explains:

[T]he very fact that the records have been officially precen-

sored leads to the inevitable conclusion that there must be a

real file [. . .] the indisputable proof that the released file

has been tampered with and is therefore incomplete is the

envelope that accompanies it. It contains the pages that for

legal reasons are not to be read by anybody else after hav-

ing been read by officials. (Files 155-56)

In these circumstances, the file itself seemed less valuable for many than the envelope

containing the censored material. “It [the envelope containing censored material] fuels

* Nevertheless, code names of the employees in the files could also be divulged if data subjects requested

that they be (Stasi Files Act, Section 13.5).
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the suspicion that the legible file is nothing but an inferior, secondary text lacking the tru-
ly important pages” (Vismann Files 156).%

Once former data subjects could access their files, they were quick to criticize the
content and quality of these documents, not only because of the censoring they saw but
also because of the questionable reliability of the contents. In her article “One Hundred
Miles of Lives: The Stasi Files as a People’s History of East Germany,” Molly Andrews
quotes her primarily East German interviewees, former dissidents criticizing the authen-
ticity of their records. Using her interviewees as examples, Andrews makes clear not only
that the Stasi’s data was gathered unethically, but that most reports were neither analyzed
carefully nor followed scientific methodology; in fact, this data is influenced by biases
related to the Stasi’s presuppositions and sponsor (who, in their case was the ruling party
called the SED) or to the informer’s assumptions about the data subject in question (An-
drews 27-29).

Despite all of these shortcomings, however, the files contain information that en-
ables former data subjects to perceive how and when their files influenced their lives.
Once they have read their files, former data subjects have tended to select and incorporate

or paraphrase fragments of them to use in framing their critical messages.

* During my interviews with the former data subjects Jauch and Lengsfeld, they mentioned that they were
not aware of that envelope’s existence; they had received photocopies of their files and had thought that
material was missing from those files, but they had not thought that it might be found in a separate enve-
lope. Every year Jauch and her husband submit inquiries about whether any new material pertinent to their

case has been discovered (Jauch “Personal”).
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3.5 Files and Autobiography Theory

The Stasi files’ influence in the writing of file-based autobiographies distinguishes these
works as a sub-genre of autobiographical writing. These files influence how these autobi-
ographers remember their pasts, what they discuss in their autobiographies, how they pre-
sent themselves, and how they support their critical reflections on the MfS. Had they not
read their files, these former data subjects would likely not have written their life stories,
or at least not the same life stories, since many of the remembered events they recalled
only because of details in their files, or other memories were changed due to them; they
changed previous memories from false to true and others from true to false.*” In the pro-
cess of structuring their life narratives according to their Stasi records, the autobiog-
raphers allow the file to guide their memories of their time under Stasi observation. As a
result, most of them find themselves with an ambiguous attitude towards their files’ ve-
racity; on the one hand, they complain about distortions, misunderstandings, misinterpre-
tations, and lack of data in general; on the other, they use their files to support their con-
cerns about the Stasi’s abuse of power, infringements of human rights, betrayal or, as in
the case of Witt, the media’s appropriation of personal information.

The fact that these autobiographers write about such personal concerns indicates
that they have written their stories with a personal agenda.*® Some seek to expose errors
in their files or prove their innocence; others want to reveal the Stasi’s methods of operat-

ing or explain how opening the files affected their relationships and attitudes. In this

7 Witt’s case offers another way in which a Stasi file prompted the writing of an autobiography: had the
media not read her file and published quotes from it, she might not have written her file-based
autobiography.

* With the term agenda I refer to the set of intentions with which autobiographers embark on their projects

and make their stories public despite the consequent psychological burdens and costs in money and time.
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sense, their autobiographical discourses are in accordance with the autobiographers’ per-
sonal goals. As material for use in this literary context, the files have neither administra-
tive nor legal value. Rather, they instigate, document, shape, and support the autobiog-
raphers' expressive, literary purposes as these former data subjects respond to their expe-
riences of accessing and reading their biographical data and then reconsider their pasts.
Once such life fragments are inserted into file-based autobiographies, their value

changes from that of state property to that of a literary and cultural artifact no longer em-
ployed for judicial purposes:

The ‘Wende’ saw the emergence of a new field of cultural

production, namely the production of the Stasi file as litera-

ture, but it also saw a shift in the generic attributes of the

Stasi file itself, that is, in the way the file is read, the con-

ventions the reader brings to bear on the reading process,

the purposes to which the file is put and the value ascribed

to the file and its contents. (Lewis 382)

The cultural value of the files depends, then, on their audiences. According to

Lewis, the (file-based) autobiographies of former collaborators tend to sell better than
those of data subjects. However, many of these informal collaborators either downplay or
do not mention at all their connections with the Stasi apparatus, aware of the negative
connotations of such collusion. It is as if these former IMs rather preferred to avoid pub-
lic criticism than sell many of their autobiographies. Their narratives do not serve to ex-
pose their guilt but to give excuses for their participation in this spy agency. As for

known authors (both victims and partial collaborators), they prefer to refer to themselves

and their files using a fictional literary approach® instead of narrating their stories as au-

¥ Jirgen Fuchs, Christa Wolf, and Monika Maron, among others, are a few examples of known authors

who have narrated in fictional prose about their experience of living under Stasi observation.
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tobiographies or based on specific reports from their files, as do authors of file-based au-
tobiographies. Had these known authors of fiction used their Stasi files in their autobiog-
raphies, they would have brought their stories into the inherent “regimes of truth®®” (Lew-
1s 397) associated with this archival material by some data subjects who use these files at
their advantages and thus, validate their truth content, or at least the sections that can
serve to reinforce their own personal agendas, their individual representations of truth
based on the files’ “regimes of truth” (Lewis 397). These “regimes of truth” (397) mean
that the files are considered accurate if taken seriously and added into autobiographical
contexts. By taking these files at their face value, these authors give authority to these
data and thus give them value as archival material. I suggest with Lewis that these au-
thors’ refusal to discuss their files in their autobiographies means that they intend to de-
value their Stasi files and thus reject the regime that illegally gathered the file material:

It seems unlikely that Anderson has shunned his file be-

cause it contains a hostile perspective on his life, as did a

few of the Stasi’s victims. His unwillingness to write his

autobiography through his files derives, it could be ar-

gued, more from a defiant refusal to participate in the

dominant ‘regimes of value’ in which the files circulate

in Germany today. (Lewis 397)
Another hindrance to authors using their Stasi records as the basis for their life narratives
is that these authors are accountable for any deviations from the truth that their stories

may contain. While autobiographers of necessity are sensitive to the issues of veracity

and authenticity, these persons writing file-based autobiographies must also consider the

30 «“Regimes of truth” stand for the authentic and official character of the files, as if they contained always

the truth.
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authenticity of their files in their efforts to support personal claims of authenticity as sur-

veilled persons.

3.6 Discourses of Agency: Derrida’s “Archive Fever”

The need of former data subjects to return to their files for personal reasons recalls Derri-
da’s notion of “archive fever.” His term describes the file’s power to command. Many
former data subjects seek to understand where, how, and to what extent their files shaped
their lives, as recognized in the 1(1) of the Stasi Files Act. Derrida argues that the power
of the archives has its etymological roots in the noun file. He says:

Ce nom coordonne apparemment deux principes en un: le

principe selon la nature ou I’histoire, /a ou les choses com-

mencent — principe physique, historique ou ontologique —,

mais aussi le principe selon la loi, /a ou des hommes et des

dieux commandent, la ou s’exerce 1’autorité, 1’ordre social,

en ce lieu depuis lequel 1’ordre est donné — principe nomo-

logique. (Derrida Mal 11)
The opening of the Stasi files has allowed former data subjects to determine where the
state authority commanded changes, so-called “ZersetzungsmalBBnahmen,” that influenced
their lives.

In Mal d’archive Derrida explains that the act of returning to a file is a return to a
commencement: “C’est se porter vers elle [I’archive] d’un désir compulsif, répétitif et
nostalgique, un désir irrépressible de retour a I’origine, un mal du pays, une nostalgie du
retour au lieu le plus archaique du commencement absolu” (Derrida Mal 142). This no-

tion applies to the data subjects, who believe that their files can elucidate certain episodes

of their lives, or that their lives were altered because of their files’ influence, although,
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for many of these data subjects, the reading their files arises not from nostalgia but from
the desire to understand their past better.

Derrida’s idea that archives have the power to command begins with the fact that
prior to data being safeguarded in archives, diverse processes of manipulating, selecting,
grouping, and discarding take place. After that point, the constructed archive in turn
shapes, constructs, and mediates those facts that are remembered while its silence on oth-
er facts destines them for oblivion. The archive in this sense commands; it not only stores
memories but also classifies and selects them, as Derrida explains:

Autre fagon de dire que I’archive, comme impression, écri-

ture, protheése ou technique hypomnésique en général, ce

n’est pas seulement le lieu de stockage et de conservation

d’un contenu archivable passé, qui existerait de toute facon,

tel que, sans elle, on croit encore qu’il fut ou qu’il aura été.

Non, la structure technique de 1’archive archivante déter-

mine aussi la structure du contenu archivable dans son

surgissement méme et dans son rapport a [’avenir.

L’archivation produit autant qu’elle enregistre 1’événement.

(34)
Files comprise pre-selected and censored data as well as interpretations intended for
subsequent referential purposes. Historically, only Greek archons (officials regulating the
archives and interpreting the law based on these archives) were permitted to ascribe
meaning to the data within their archives (Derrida Mal 13). In the process, they imposed
their own interpretation of the Greek laws with evidence drawn from the archives that
these archons regulated: “Confiés en dépdt a de tels archontes, ces documents disent en
effet a loi” (13): that is, they decided what was true.

The Stasi informers compiling files performed the same act of interpreting and

imposing meanings, both recording and constructing crimes: “Their job was not so much
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to find the criminal but to find the crime and thus assist their officers in playing the infi-
nitely more tricky game of pinning the crime on the criminal” (Lewis 390-91).”' Given
the intention of the Stasi to draft plans to disrupt group meetings or activists, or to change
the lives of these individuals, the entries of the Stasi files tend to be biased. These predis-
positions, in turn, have affected life events of the data subjects in question instead of
purely recording these occurrences. Indeed, former data subjects write their file-based
autobiographies with the feeling that their archives shape as much as they transcribe their
lives’ events. What they have read reveals to them the file’s power to determine paths in
life, whether those be the “Zersetzungsmallnahmen,” subsequent incriminations, group
dissolutions, imprisonments, or, in the case of Witt and Lengsfeld, changes in public im-
age.

Even when they have become parts of autobiographies, files continue to assert
their power, tending to shape the autobiographers’ arguments and substantiate their narra-
tives. In literary terms the use of Stasi files in file-based autobiographies is reminiscent of
Derrida’s discussion of “pharmakon” (a term denoting both remedy and poison).”* In “La
pharmacie de Platon” Derrida mentions the passage in Plato’s Phaedrus where Socrates
tells Phaedrus the story of Theut, who presents letters and writing to the king as a form of

remedy: “Your highness, this science will increase the intelligence of the people of Egypt

> “Informers were usually given a possible crime with respect to which their objects were to be convicted.
The most common one was ‘Staatsfeindliche Hetze’ according to Paragraph 106 of the Criminal Code.
Other fav[o]rites were Paragraph 100, ‘Staatsfeindliche Verbindungen’, and Paragraph 219, ‘ungesetzliche
Verbindungsaufnahme’, which outlawed all contacts with groups or persons hostile to the state. Others
were offences against Paragraph 97, ‘Spionage’, and Paragraph 98, ‘Sammlung von Nachrichten’, namely
the collection of Western printed matter and propaganda” (Lewis 390-91).

>2 This is the case in Plato’s Phaedrus and in Ash’s file-based autobiography where the metaphor of the

Madeleine works as both a gift and memory-poison.
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and improve their memories. For this invention is a potion”® for memory and intelli-
gence” (Plato 68). In that story, according to Socrates, the written word, the “pharma-
kon,” should help Egyptians’ abilities to remember. However, as the king replies to
Theut, the “pharmakon” can also alter or even replace memory:

The loyalty you feel to writing, as its originator, has just led
you to tell me the opposite of its true effect. It will atrophy
people’s memories.* Thus in writing will [the writing]
make them remember things by relying on marks made by
others, from outside themselves, not on their own inner re-
sources,* and so writing will make the things they have
learnt disappear from their minds. Your invention is a po-
tior154f0r jogging the memory, not for remembering. (Plato
69)

Stasi files are also a “pharmakon,” a remedy in providing once-forgotten details from the
past and a poison in replacing, altering memories, or simply calling back unwanted mem-
ories, whether they are embarrassing or painful, In Ash’s words,

a file opens the door to a vast sunken labyrinth of the for-
gotten past [. . . ;] the very act of opening the door itself
changes the buried artefacts, like an archaeologist letting in
fresh air to a sealed Egyptian tomb.

For these are not simply past experiences rediscov-
ered in their original state. Even without the fresh light
from a new document or another’s recollection — the
opened door — our memories decay or sharpen, mellow or
sour, with the passage of time and the change of circum-
stances. (96)

For Ash, Witt, Jauch, and Lengsfeld, the records of the MfS thus offer alternatives to

their own recollections of the past and affect the way it is remembered.

33 Potion corresponds to a remedy or to the “pharmakon” in Derrida’s “La pharmacie de Platon.”
> In this passage the linguistic symbol * means that the expression is translated with its literal meaning but

it is not employed this way in English.
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In this sense, each Stasi file constitutes a gift and a Gift (German for poison) to
memory, as Ash describes it. He refers to Plato's idea of “pharmakon” in Phaedrus and
to Marcel Proust’s 4 la recherche du temps perdu as he argues that although his personal
file first appeared to him as an object “[f]ar better than Proust’s Madeleine” (Ash 10),” it
later became a poisoned Madeleine because it contained episodes he no longer wished to
recall. In Proust’s semi-autobiographical work the main character remembers his child-
hood after tasting a spoonful of a Madeleine cake soaked in tea, just as his aunt used to
give it to him when he was a child.’® Ash emphasizes that the Stasi file has allowed him
to walk into the past, rather than attempting to find random objects that might reactivate
memories. By the expression “walking into the past” Ash means that he feels as if he
completely entered his past world rather than just an aspect of it, which perhaps a photo-
graph might bring to life as opposed to the rich details about his whole past under obser-
vation with is recorded on file. Instead of relying initially on his personal memories in
writing his autobiography, Ash refers to his biography on file, though he complements
and contradicts some of his file’s data, especially as this document engages him in rather
unpleasant memories. His engagement with the file thus recalls the double characteristic

of the Stasi records that function not only as a good but also as a poisoned Madeleine. In

3% “Et dés que j’eus reconnu le golt du morceau de [M]adeleine trempé dans le tilleul que me donnait ma
tante [...] aussitot la vieille maison grise sur la rue, ou était sa chambre, vint comme un décor de théatre
[...] Et comme dans ce jeu ou les Japonais s’amusent a tremper dans un bol de porcelaine rempli d’eau, de
petits morceaux de papier jusque-la indistincts qui, a peine y sont-ils plongés s’étirent, se contournent, se
colorent, se différencient, deviennent des fleurs, des maisons, des personnages consistants et reconnais-
sables” (Proust 47).

°% By reenacting in the present a moment from his childhood, this sensuous experience allows the protago-
nist to recall the remote past. Ash compares his reading of his file to the character’s tasting of the Made-

leine because in both cases, an object that evokes the forgotten past.
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the case of the other file-based autobiographies as well, the writers see their files with the
double characteristic: as a gift to memory and also as a memory-poison.

Stasi records are certainly not always a gift to memory. While access to them
elucidates the past, they can also poison personal and social relationships. Data subjects
start reflecting on events that they would not have re-evaluated had their files remained
closed or destroyed. This is the case for Lengsfeld, a former political activist who
presents her encounter with the file as a revelation: She portrays herself as ignorant of her
husband’s collaboration until reading about it in her file. For her, the file thus constituted
poison that destroyed their marriage. In her file-based autobiography (1992), the first of
this sub-genre to be published, Lengsfeld uses her record as evidence supporting her
accusations against Knud-Donald and defending herself against her friends’ assumptions
that she too might have worked as an informant. The reports recorded in her file
constitute powerful proof against Knud-Donald.

Similarly, Jauch understands how her Stasi record can work as a literary tool to
help her narrate her story: When she describes her arrest and interrogations, for instance,
she inserts photocopies from her file to provide authenticity. This meshing of narration
and documentation gives her readers the sense that they too are reading her file as they
learn her life story. Although sometimes the poor quality of the photocopies slows down
the reading or the fragments from her record do not contribute to the plot, they always
add veracity to it while directing and constructing the chronology of her narrative.

Witt, in contrast to Jauch, employs her file as a literary tool with which she builds
her story and attempts to rebuild her public image as a champion figure skater, depicting

herself as a naive but dedicated representative of the former GDR. Unlike the other auto-

79



biographers of this study, however, to this end she relies largely on the media’s use and
misappropriation of her file. Instead of narrating her autobiography entirely according to
her personal memories and her Stasi file as do Jauch, Ash, and Lengsfeld, Witt centers
her arguments on the file mostly in relation to the passages that the media accessed and
published to the detriment of her public image. In other words, the external storage medi-
um of her file functions as an identity-maker. Witt employs her Stasi records as a discur-
sive medium within her narrative as Lengsfeld does, but Witt’s purpose is to provide her
readers with passages from the file in order to persuade them to reconsider her public im-
age. In the process, then, Witt uses the same literary tool — her file — that the press pre-
viously used against her

In these literary examples the file is a fundamental component of the life story,
aside from the autobiographical pact, and the fact that the author is the same person as the
one behind the narrative voice. In this autobiographical context the files of the former
data subjects serve to authenticate their story and to address their public. In fact, these
autobiographers exploit these reports written from a third person’s perspective in an at-
tempt to generate sympathy. In this way, these Stasi files serve literary and persuasive
functions beyond their original governmental or juristic purposes. They initiate and help

to construct and document the autobiographers’ life stories and lines of arguments.
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4 Timothy Garton Ash’s The File

The varying degrees of emotion with which the four former data subjects express their
opinions in the autobiographies discussed in this study depends on how extensively the
Stasi interfered in such aspects of their lives as their careers and relationships. Compared
with his three counterparts, Ash, a British national, is impartial to the issue of the opening
of the Stasi files, and engages with his record as a relatively dispassionate observer. Un-
like the others, Ash needed neither to tell nor to write his story: he felt no pressure to
make a public statement about the GDR, his past, or his relationship with the Stasi.
Moreover, he experienced no personal compulsion to embark on this autobiographical
project: he needed no “Vergangenheitsbewéltigung” or compensation or revenge. Rather,
he seeks to understand why acquaintances betrayed him and draws analytical specific and
general conclusions why people collaborated with the Stasi. Additionally, he reflects on
the processes of memory that are involved when a person encounters his or her file. This
chapter considers first how in relation to the three other autobiographers considered here
Ash presents himself and the context of his autobiographical narrative. This chapter then
analyzes how Ash thematizes the influence of his Stasi record on his memory, and how,
using his record, he negotiates with his memory processes to construct his argument. Be-
cause of its central role to my exploration of all four file-based autobiographies, I there-
fore include a working definition of memory based on dictionary definitions as well as
etymological, psychological, and literary perspectives. This chapter concludes by discuss-
ing the political hypothesis that Ash formulates about the nature of Stasi collaboration in

response to reading his file and encountering the IMs in charge of his case.
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Approximately ten years after his time under observation, Timothy Garton Ash
read his file and discovered the identity of his informers. His encounter with his Stasi
record triggers the memory processes that lead him to reflect critically on his past, the
effects on his memory and life, and the motivations of the Stasi collaborators who con-
tributed to his file.

Ash is a distinguished British political writer, contemporary historian, columnist
for the Guardian, and professor of European Studies at the University of Oxford. During
the 1980s he worked as a reporter in Berlin. At the same time, he interviewed dissidents
and established connections with Poland’s Solidarity movement for his Ph.D. research on
Berlin under Hitler (McPherson 1).

It's no wonder that the Eastern European secret services

took a keen interest in him. But their interest predated his

involvement with the nonconformist movements [such as

the Poland’s Solidarity movement]. It had begun at least by

1978, when, as a young Oxford graduate writing a doctoral

thesis about Berlin under Hitler, he crossed the wall at

Checkpoint Charlie in search of materials kept in the east-

ern section of the city. As a Western scholar and journalist

— as a Westerner, to be precise — he was suspect by defini-

tion. (Venclova)
Due to their assumption that Ash was engaged in espionage, the Stasi kept him under ob-
servation. Quoting from his file, Ash explains that the authorities believed him to have
“deliberately exploited his official functions as research[er] and / or journalist to pursue
intelligence activities” simply on the basis of his dual occupations, being a foreign stu-
dent and a journalist (11). Ash did not see himself as having constructed cover stories

but he realized that the act of introducing oneself as student and then as journalist could

be considered as “legends” from the Stasi’s perspective, as he explains: “In the Lieuten-
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ant’s analysis, I used not just one but three ‘legends’ to describe what I was really about,
friend of a friend, journalist, student of East German cultural life. ‘Legend’ is the Stasi
term for cover story. It is generally used for the stories developed for their own full-time
informers, but here is applied by extension to me” (26-27). The Stasi therefore opened a
file on him and placed him in category five of their data subjects, the group including in-
dividuals involved in subversive activities “on behalf of hostile intelligence services, cen-
tres of political-ideological diversion, Zionist, hostile emigré, clerical and other organiza-
tions” (Ash 185). Indeed, as a BBC reporter, he published opinions and articles critical of
the GDR. Although Ash later denied collaboration with any intelligence services, he ad-
mits that the Stasi’s doubts on him were not surprising: “Using a pseudonym in the Spec-
tator, and obviously not telling the East German authorities what I was up to, I was col-
lecting material about the East German dictatorship. And the more I learned the more 1
disliked it. Was I making secret preparations for attempted literary subversion? I certainly
was” (56). The opportunity to read his file later enabled him to comprehend why his in-
formers suspected him.

Ash’s autobiographical project addressed his several motives. In part Ash was
about those who betrayed their friends and relatives for the Stasi. He therefore met most
of his former informers, seeking non-judgemental understanding of their perspectives on
collaborating with the Stasi.’” In so doing, he felt as if he were investigating human be-
havior and memory through the mechanism of his file (Ash 19). At the same time, Ash
wanted to verify the information the Stasi had gathered on him and determine the extent

to which it might have influenced his life. Ash’s desire to entertain his readers is also

>7 As he meets them Ash seeks to comprehend better their point of view instead of condemning them.
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suggested in The File’s amusing details — like his codename Romeo or interpretations of
his intimate relationships with women — revealed as the author reads his file. It appears at
first glance to be merely a representation of the author’s personal story for acceptance by
the general public, but the book ends with Ash’s critical reflections on the socio-historical
circumstances that encouraged IMs to collaborate with the system and on the possible
consequences of opening the files.”® Other authors continue to live in Germany and to
suffer from the social and personal impacts of their files: for Lengsfeld, major disillusion
and a divorce; for Witt, a damaged reputation; for Jauch, physical and psychological re-
percussions. Ash’s detachment is due to his file having been inconsequential in his life: “I
was not a victim of these informers, as many East Germans really were of theirs. They
did me no serious damage. Yet, knowing how the system worked, it is a fair guess that
they did harm others™ (75). In this passage, Ash implies that his non-German status is
linked with his relative immunity to harm from the Stasi, and thus perhaps to his feeling
no need for retribution.

Accordingly, Ash is the only former data subject of the four studied here who
feels some sympathy for most of his Stasi informers™: “When you talk to those involved,
what you find is less deliberate dishonesty than our almost infinite [human] capacity for
self-deception” (223). Yet he concludes that despite most of them having acted out of

human weakness rather than malice, “the sum of their actions was a great evil” (224).

*¥ In attempting to understand why his informers betrayed him, Ash protrays himself as someone with no
need for revenge, unlike Jauch, Witt, and Lengsfeld, whose lives were affected (as in Witt’s case) or
detrimentally altered by the Stasi (such as in the situation of Jauch and Lengsfeld).

> This is true except for Michaela, who collaborated with the Stasi for money.
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Ash describes with unusual detachment his opening of the files: he presents him-
self as someone who wants to learn from his personal story what were the reasons indi-
viduals collaborated with the Stasi and what are effects on his memory do the Stasi re-
ports have. Since he has no accusations of collaboration to refute, he can write about his
encounter with his file as a personal experiment, as if he was doing a test to discover
something unknown: “The experience may even teach us something about history and
memory, about ourselves, about human nature. So if the form of this book seems self-
indulgent, the purpose is not. I am but a window, a sample, a means to an end, the object
of this experiment” (19). By presenting his experience as a kind of research project, he
attempts to share an authentic story with the public, but unlike a scientist aiming for an
impersonal tone, he includes anecdotal comments and personal on his experiment. Ash
concludes that reading one’s file can teach one about the Stasi’s methods of operation and
the informers’ motives for collaborating (Venclova). None of these concerns appears in
the file-based autobiographies of the other authors.

An author writing and publishing a personal story around a political topic like the
Stasi files bears in mind an immediate audience. In the case of other authors, the ad-
dressed audience implies close friends and relatives. For public figures such as Lengsfeld
and Witt, the mass media are also a target. Ash, however, indicates no intended readers
other than those curious to learn about what it means to read one’s file. Unlike other au-
thors, Ash does not seem to produce his life story as a legacy for his family, despite its
personal nature. At the same time, however, Ash’s reputation as a scholar and the English
publication of his file-based autobiography guarantee 7The File a wider readership than

most file-based autobiographies can hope for, which have been published in their au-
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thors’ native German and so receive limited attention in the non-German speaking
world.*

In his autobiography, Ash focuses, like most file-based autobiographers, mainly
on the time during which was being observed, though he complements this main interest
with his reactions to encountering his file and learning more about the system responsible
for it. Typically, file-based autobiographers seek to establish proximity to their readers
primarily by complying with the autobiographical pact of truth to tell their stories as ac-
curately as possible. In addition, however, Ash writes as though composing letters to a
confidant, inviting his audience to move even closer to him, psychologically. For in-
stance, he reflects with embarrassment on how reading his file causes him to reconsider
his own work as a reporter and writer, a work that required him to interview people, and
barge into their lives. Ash muses on how difficult it is to see his past self in this record
and then accesses his own diary in order to recall in detail from his personal perspective
of several years ago how awkward he might have been as writer and reporter:

The diary reminds me of all the fumblings, the clumsiness,
the pretentiousness and snobbery — and the insouciance
with which I barged into other people’s lives. Embarrass-
ment apart, there is the sheer difficulty of reconstructing
how you really thought and felt. How much easier to do it
to other people! At times, this past self is such a stranger to

me that where I have written ‘I’ in these last pages I almost
feel it should be ‘he.” (37)

5 Moreover, Lengsfeld's file-based autobiography Virus der Heuchler is out of print because the political
statements expressed in it. This publication was removed from the shelf, as she explains. “Im Buch hatte
ich das erste Mal den Verdacht ausgesprochen, dass der damalige PDS-Chef Gregor Gysi Inoffizieller Mit-
arbeiter der Staatssicherheit gewesen sein konnte. Als Gysi erfuhr, dass solches von einem Verlag publi-
ziert wurde, der zum Teil von der PDS finanziert wurde, soll er einen Tobsuchtanfall bekommen haben.

Danach wurde mein Buch stillschweigend aus dem Verkehr gezogen” (Lengsfeld nun 371).
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His reading of his file is thus complemented by his personal diary and portrays
him as a stranger to himself. This feeling of disconnection with the file’s subject — his
previous self — arises because about ten years have elapsed between Ash’s life as a data
subject and his writing of his autobiography. As a result, he feels like a different individ-
ual altogether: describing himself, he notes “Yet if the ‘68ers were exotic to me, this
heavy-shoed, tweed-jacketed young Englishman must have been a strange apparition to
them. Looking back, he now seems pretty odd to me” (36). While the image of the
younger self portrayed in his file is not entirely new to him, it nevertheless consists most-
ly of half-forgotten facts. Of the four file-based autobiographers central to this thesis, Ash
alone refers to the sense of embarrassment that he experiences as he looks back at his dia-
ry entries in comparison to his file in order to better understand his record. By allowing
himself the freedom to talk about his own uncomfortable feelings and so bringing his
readers close to him, Ash gains their trust and understanding when later he express his
thoughts about what motivated Stasi collaborators. For the same reason, readers are likely
to accept as reliable his assertion that he has only an observer’s interest in memory and
motivation rather than any political agenda in telling his story.

After establishing his credibility as a data subject, Ash turns to the question of
why some became collaborators with the Stasi. Ash is intrigued by these informers’ mo-
tivations. “What is it that makes one person a resistance fighter and another the faithful
servant of a dictatorship?” (39).Unlike Lengsfeld, Witt, and Jauch, Ash seems truly inter-
ested in understanding those IMs and ultimately suggests that most of them were drawn
to the Stasi due to the lack of a father figure in their lives (Ash 225), just like the studies

of the historian Mike Dennis suggest (Dennis 100 and 102). IMs were caught in this sur-
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veillance apparatus by their weaknesses or drawn to it by personal conviction. Similar to
the case presented in the film Das Leben der Anderen or in the life of former data sub-
jects, the “conspirational power [of surveillance societies] transforms individuals into
media, strips them of their identity, exploits them as mere tools for communication of in-
formation, and, most important, exploits their most private feelings.®' The conspiracy is
the unnatural merging of the political and the private, the intertwining of the most per-
sonal, intimate desires and the machinations of a political apparatus” (Horn “Media”
135). Specifically, IMs were reduced to Stasi media as they performed their assigned
tasks: spying, unquestioningly following orders, listening to private conversations, report-
ing on individuals, denouncing individuals, interpreting the lives of their data subjects,
and bugging apartments (140), presumably all without much reflection on their uncondi-
tional obedience to an oppressive system. As Ash says, although they might have com-
plied because they were weak and provided information that seemed unimportant, even
the most banal details could seriously affect the lives of their data subjects; thus, their be-
trayals amounted to evil (223).

While he criticizes those who spied on him in exchange for personal benefits, he
suggests that for most informers, the absence of their fathers constituted a need that the
Stasi as a substitute paternal figure could meet

There is the absent father: away at the war, killed on active

service, or somewhere in a prisoner-of-war camp. There is
the father who was a Nazi or the father who was a victim of

6 «In the DDR itself and beyond its frontiers, the Stasi attempted to exploit long-term friendships and
sexual relations to gain control over its victims. One other example [beside Lengsfeld’s] was the attempt to
destroy the marriage of Gerd and Ulrike Poppe, two well-known dissidents, by seeking to involve an IM

with Frau Poppe” (Childs 110).
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the Nazis. The psychological legacy of Nazism and war
prepares the candidates for the next round of dictatorship.
Then, in those vulnerable years between childhood and ma-
turity, the young Romeo years, they are caught. (225)*

At the same time as Ash delves into this psychological question, Ash turns his at-
tention to how his file, a form of external memory, has served him as a mnemonic device
by engendering and mediating his remembering processes. Ash begins this discussion by
exploring definitions of memory. In my view, human memory cannot reproduce the past
with factual accuracy; the interaction of memory, past and present inevitably changes
over time and according to circumstances, information, and personal perspectives. That
is, while human memory appears to be endowed with almost unlimited input possibilities
and the ability to retain data in some form for a considerable time, the information
transforms itself and undergoes continuous editing processes. If memories are recorded
on an external media such as files, however, that information remains is seen as having
remained intact, no matter how much time elapses before it is retrieved. Perhaps this is
this assumption that an external memory like a file is more reliable than one’s personal
memory that leads former data subjects to rely heavily on the Stasi archives in the

production of their file-based autobiographies. In the process of reading their Stasi files,

these former data subjects see their memories changed by this document.

62 Ash’s hypothesis that in the absence of a supporting father or family in general, the IM was seeking a
replacement family in the Stasi has historical support. Mike Dennis, for instance, argues that “the [Stasi]
officer was often successful in establishing a relationship of trust and dependence on the part of the IM”
(Dennis 102) and this dependence type resembled a family relationship even though the head officer was
exploiting his agent. In fact, “feelings of security and a sense of belonging” (Dennis 100) were among the

main motives causing people to work as IMs...
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4.1 Definitions of Memory

Memory is “[t]he faculty by which things are remembered; the capacity for retaining,
perpetuating, or reviving the thought of things past” (“Memory,” def. 1). It is the ability,
with or without aids, to evoke the past. This implies that memory may depend on external
documentation like files in order to recall the past. While external forms of memory such
as Stasi files help people to remember by recalling specific details of their pasts, these
external sources of memory can correct or complement or bring into question personal
memories by offering alternate versions of the past or causal links between life events.
The former data subjects in fact to varying degrees use their files’ contents as their own
memories, depending on how plausible they determine that data to be.

In this section I include the French definition of memory in order to signal that I
am aware of the nuances that the French words imply. According to the Dictionnaire
historique de la langue francaise, the French word “mémoire” originates from the Latin
“memoria.” In addition to its connoting (as in English) remembering and grouping me-
mories and referring to commemorative monuments (“Mémoire,” def. 1), “mémoire”
describes one’s choice to remember specific information: “La mémoire [et] le souvenir
expriment une attention libre de I’esprit a des idées qu’il n’a point oubliées, quoiqu’il ait
discontinué de s’en occuper: les idées av[a]ient fait des impressions durables; on y jette
un coup [...] d’ceil nouveau par choix, c’est une action de I’[a]Jme” (“Mémoire,”
L’encyclopédie ou dictionnaire raisonné des arts et des métiers). The latter definition

draws attention to memories as a form of data which one may voluntarily recall from

%3 The Dictionnaire étymologique du fran¢ais mentions that this term derives as well from the Latin

“memor”: the one “who remembers” (“Mémoire”).
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time to time; that is, the act of remembering is deliberate, although at the same time, we
sometimes are surprised by unexpected, unlooked-for memories:

On se rappelle donc la mémoire ou le souvenir des choses
quand on veut, cela dépend uniquement de la libert¢ de
I’[a]me, mais la mémoire ne concerne que les idées de
I’esprit; c’est 1’acte d’une facult¢é subordonnée a
I’intelligence, elle sert a I’éclairer: au lieu que le souvenir
regarde les idées qui intéressent le cceur; c’est I’acte d’une
faculté nécessaire a la sensibilité de 1’[a]me, elle sert a
I’échauffer. (“Mémoire”)

At the same time as this is true, he did also engage in deliberate processes of remember-
ing during the whole time of reading. Although Ash and the other autobiographers
brought no premeditated intention to the recollection processes they experienced while
reading their file, they did also engage in deliberate processes of remembering during the
whole time of reading it. Like other data subjects, Ash found that his memories were pro-
duced in response to the records of the MfS itself. His act of recollection, according to
L’encyclopédie ou dictionnaire raisonné des arts et des métiers, should therefore be de-
scribed as reminiscence rather than remembering:

Le ressouvenir [et] la réminiscence expriment une attention

fortuite a des idées que ’esprit av[a]it entieérement oubliées

[et] perdues de v[u]e: ces idées n’av[a]ient fait qu’une im-

pression légere, qui av[alit été étouffée ou totalement effa-

cée par de plus fortes ou de plus récentes; elles se présen-

tent d’elles-mé&mes, ou du [...] moins sans aucun concours

de notre part; c’est un événement ou I’[a]me est purement
passive. (“Mémoire”)*

64 Although contemporary definitions of memory include any kind of recalling aside from what one wants
to remember, distinctions between memory and reminiscence recall both remembering process that take
place while former data subjects read their Stasi files: On the one hand, they are letting this documentation
guide their memories, as if taken by surprise by unexpected memories, and on the other hand, they are ac-
tively engaging in this quest to recovering their own past and intentionally compare data from their files

with their personal memories either recorded mentally or in other paper documents such as personal diaries.
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While the general action of remembering refers to the ability to recall an episode
and to provide explicit information about it (Conway 3), the “autobiographical memory
[specifically] includes memories for specific experiences and memory for the personal
facts of one’s life” (Conway 4): it focuses on one’s personal life like personal develop-
ments, turning points in life, and personal events instead of any other memory facts of
other persons. These memories can be either voluntary or involuntary. Voluntary memo-
ries originate from what I have defined above as remembering: “instances when memo-
ries come to mind because they are either willed, intended, thought about, searched for,
and so forth [...;] voluntary memory appears to be our ability to call up our personal past
on demand” (Mace 1). In contrast, involuntary memories are the products of reminiscing,
what in psychology have been defined “as instances in which memories come to mind
spontaneously, unintentionally, automatically, without effort, and so forth” (Conway 2).
Involuntary memories may be triggered by sensations or images but without the subject’s
intent.

Like anyone considering external sources of information about their own pasts,
former data subjects would have been able to voluntarily reflect on events in their lives
and complement their own recollections of their pasts with their Stasi biographical data.
Their files in this sense function as a means by which these people could compare, con-
trast, or supplement their existing memories. Additionally, these files offered the former

data subjects evidence they had previously not known pertaining to causal links between

Since this definition’s distinction between remembering and reminiscing helps clarify my discussion, I rely

on it throughout the study.
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events, giving them the opportunity to correct false assumptions they had made — about
friends’ disloyalty, for instance. In the case of data subjects reading their files “remem-
bering” means that these individuals must bring to mind and review their actions in light
of information from their files. Without the files to generate this re-evaluation of the past
the file-based autobiographies would never have been written.

In fact, the distinct sub-genre of file-based autobiographies, exemplified by the
work of Ash, Lengsfeld, Witt, and Jauch, is their consistent engagement in their writing
with their MfS files. This role their files play differentiates their life stories from the gen-
erally accepted notion of autobiographical writing as expressed by James Olney, who ar-
gued in the 1970s that autobiographical memory processes originate directly and exclu-
sively from the single person who is both writer and subject: “What the autobiographer
knows, of course, or what he experiences, is all from within” (Olney Metaphors 35).
From the second half of the twentieth century to date, autobiographical writing has been
defined as the action of writing down one’s own perspective on one’s life story. Accord-
ingly, the autobiographer’s primary archival source consists of personal memories and
such personally owned aide-mémoires as diaries, personal letters, and photos (Smith 6).

Ash’s file-based autobiography, however, challenges this preliminary assumption
that life writing extends no farther from a writer’s own perspective than that writer’s own
reminiscences and artefacts. His autobiographical account results instead from his revi-
sions and critique of his Stasi-file biography, and so may be considered to be a new form
of autobiography, a literary construct mediated by this external storage medium; its con-
tents are therefore in some respects unlike those of conventional autobiographies. On the

one hand, as Ash suggests, his file prompts memories that would probably otherwise not
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have resurfaced. On the other hand, the file acts to document his memories. In other
words, as he read his file, Ash realized that he could use some of this material to structure
and support his argument.

Another distinction between the general genre of autobiography and file-based
life-writing is thematic: Ash, for example, explores three aspects of memory that are not
typical themes in autobiographies but that interest him because of his own interaction
with his Stasi record. First, Ash reflects on how his file prompts in him involuntary
memories, a phenomenon that recalls Proust’s Madeleine. Second, he explains that his
record provides information that corrects and augments part of his personal recollections.
Third, in the absence of diary entries or other notes, he tends to assimilate some infor-
mation from his file as his own memories.

Referring to Ash’s file-based autobiography, I answer two questions: In what cir-
cumstances does he represent his memories as being triggered by his file, and why does
he show that his file replaces those memories? These two questions relate to the three
themes of prompting involuntary memories, replacing memories and appropriating them.
Ash’s argument is that the file, instead of acting purely as an external memory, engages
the former data subjects in memory processes that would not have been able without the
opening of the Stasi files. Further, Ash, just as the other autobiographers, suggests that, in
appropriating parts of his file to construct his life story, what he remembers through this

file becomes his life.*’

% This assumption, that one’s life is what one remembers, is reminiscent of Ash’s idea: “What we call ‘my
life’ is the mental autobiography with which and by which we all live. What really happened is quite anoth-
er matter” (Ash 20). For the writers of file-based autobiographies, what they call their lives is mostly what

they were reminded of their Stasi files.
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Ash opens his file-based autobiography with an example of how his file mediates

his involuntary memory:

I sit there, at the plastic-wood table, marveling at this mi-

nutely detailed reconstruction of a day in my life and at the

style that recalls a school exercise . . . . I smell again that

peculiar East Berlin smell, a compound of the smoke from

old boilers burning compressed coal-dust briquettes, ex-

haust fumes . . . cheap East European cigarettes, damp

boots and sweat. But one thing I simply can’t remember:

who was she, my Little Red Riding-Hood? Or not so little:

1.75-1.78 meters, that’s nearly my height. (Ash 10)
In fact, Ash seems as he reads to be re-experiencing these situations for the first time, just
like the main character Dreyman in the final scene of the film Das Leben der Anderen.
This particular example allows him to classify his autobiographical memory as involun-
tary autobiographical reminiscence as memories that spontaneously come to mind after
being triggered by objects, letters, official documents, or other pieces of evidence. Ash
recognizes that his involuntary recalls are related directly to his file, an observation that
evokes Benjamin’s idea that the past or memories of it are present in the objects of one’s
daily life, whether or not one is aware of their presence (Benjamin 158). Benjamin ex-
plains that it depends on chance whether an individual finds that object that will enable
instant reminiscence or not. Marcel Proust provides further detail on Benjamin’s observa-
tions:

Il en est ainsi de notre passé. C’est peine perdue que nous

cherchions a 1I’évoquer, tous les efforts de notre intelligence

sont inutiles. Il est caché hors de son domaine et de sa

portée, en quelque objet matériel (en la sensation que nous

donnerait cet objet matériel), que nous ne soupgonnons pas.

Cet objet, il dépend du hasard que nous le rencontrions

avant de mourir, ou que nous ne le rencontrions pas.
(Proust 44)
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According to Ash, the file replaced for him the objects of daily life in its ability to spon-
taneously evoke the past. “Et tout d’un coup le souvenir m’est apparu. Ce gotit ¢’était ce-
lui du petit morceau de [M]adeleine que le dimanche matin a Combray [...] quand j’allais
lui dire bonjour dans sa chambre, ma tante Léonie m’offrait apres 1’avoir trempé dans son
infusion de thé ou de tilleul” (Proust 46). When he eats the same kind of cake he unex-
pectedly remembers his childhood. Ash goes so far as to assert that at times, his Stasi file
works “[f]ar better than Proust’s Madeleine” (Ash 10) because it allows him to recall
personal life aspects instead of depending on chance. Ash implies that he can go directly
to his file and search for specific dates when the reports were written in order to establish
connections between causes or the Stasi’s manipulations over some life events instead of
waiting whether or not he might per chance find these links. Further, from the examples
that Ash provides in his file-based autobiographies, it can be argued that Ash would nev-
er have reconsidered some of these life events had his Stasi file not reminded him of
them.

Ash’s reference to his file as a kind 