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Introduction: On Socialist Vacation

Enjoyment becomes the object of manipulation, 
until, ultimately, it is entirely extinguished in fixed 
entertainments. The process has developed from the 
primitive festival to the modern vacation

—Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno1

The ultimate vacation, the denial of reciprocal econ-
omy, is itself obtained only by means of an economy.

—Roland Barthes2

1.	 prospectus

	 Let’s go on vacation! Let’s leave the drudgery of work behind. Let’s rec-
reate, enjoy, pursue happiness, liberty, and life. It is harder than we might 
think. Culture, entertainment, erotics—they all seem to lead back to free-
market economics. We can pick up almost any volume of cultural criticism 
today and find the circulation and accumulation of capital written back 
into our leisure, into the very heart of our escape. A common logic, not 
ponderous causality, is the formal bond linking the most disparate modes 
of living in the most disparate times and places. Contemporary histori-
cism, for example, draws together texts from the most obscure corners of 
experience on the basis of shared figures whose genealogies can be traced 
to an overarching Zeitgeist (episteme), while poststructuralist philosophies 
separate the order of causes from the order of effects so that, whatever one 
might say about causality, the effects are all available in a single empire of 
signs. Even where such homology is criticized as totalizing, it is first stipu-
lated as omnipresent, so that gestures of paradox and subversion may as-
sume rebellious dignity. Despite the diversity of appearances in modernity, 
and their critical liberation from positivist causality, the name of the game 
remains interconnection, and its common form is circulation, exchange, 
traffic. The substantial boundaries of territoriality and temporality have 
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succumbed, even retrospectively, to the virtual globalism of a single, as-
siduous logic.
	 But relief is in sight, just on the horizon. There we find socialism, com-
munism: an other system. It is this system, and its otherness, that we want 
to visit here. To visit and to enjoy—this is a vacation, after all, a voiding, 
an emptying out of economy in favor of plentitude, sensuality, and relax-
ation. The only string attached is that we carefully choose a vacation we can 
afford. For we want to have it and enjoy it too, and to do so we must be 
realistic and practical, not letting our plans become too fanciful. We want 
our vacation land to be terra firma, not utopia, found in the travel prospec-
tus of really existing, historical socialism—socialism as grounded first in 
the Soviet Union in 1917. Why not then visit the most concretely bounded 
of real socialist lands? Head back over the Berlin Wall, into frontline Cold 
War rivalries, to the gray German Democratic Republic (GDR)? For this 
adventure, at first glance so dreary, to succeed in showing us what a true 
vacation from economy means, we must not shy away from resurrecting 
borders, recharging antagonisms, and crediting the full existential power of 
global difference in recent historical time.

2.	  travel advisories

	 Many astute commentaries on twentieth-century socialist regimes assert 
that the end of an era—the collapse of the Soviet Union and the social-
ist states bound to it—is a chance for scholars to reconceive a period so 
fraught with Cold War tension that an objective analysis had scarcely been 
possible from within it.3 In socialism’s aftermath, it is contended, we can 
reconsider the period with an eye toward the dialogues, influences, and en-
during structures that extended across military borders and put ideological 
divisions into question. No longer bound by partisan taboos, we can more 
accurately assess the epochal similarities of a century universally convulsed 
by the rise of mass demographics, mass industrialization, mass commodifi-
cation, mass media, and mass war. The merits of a generous scholarly van-
tage point are self-evident.
	 Despite the virtues of such ecumenism, the present study of socialist cul-
ture takes the opposite approach, starting with the systematic and historical 
weight of real and violent border tensions. In this sense, The Skin of the Sys-
tem fits into an intellectual tradition that sees social reality as fundamentally 
agonistic—that is, as based in the inevitable fact of meaningful conflict.4 It 
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focuses on what made historical socialism different from social systems in 
the industrial West and insists on seeing socialism, as distinctly as we are 
able, as an other system. Only by sharpening our understanding of socialism 
as something distinct on the horizon of our presumed realities (whether 
the receding or dawning horizon) can we grasp it in its empirical specificity 
as a significant choice—a potentially valid response to systemic opportuni-
ties and problems—and thus preserve in our thinking some consciousness 
of socialism’s once very persuasive claim to a rationally transcendent, and 
not just historically conjunctural, content. The Cold War era, as nasty as it 
was, is therefore not taken as a superseded age of ideological strife, but as 
a period in which something universal took place with the advent of the 
socialist alternative.5

	 The historical vantage afforded to us travelers and observers by the end 
of Eastern European socialism is an important one, although the reasons 
for its importance are somewhat contradictory. On the one hand, a unique 
epoch undoubtedly closed with the opening of the Berlin Wall in 1989, 
and the historical and cultural balance of the socialist era can be assessed, 
if not teleologically, nonetheless with a sharpened sense of how certain so-
cial programs played themselves out in a real historical context. The end 
of the era—the tying off of its lines of continuity and development, the 
exhaustion of its potential, at least in that historical embodiment—makes 
socialism’s experience that much more available for a detached empirical 
description and evaluation. The rare scholarly luxury of having recourse to 
such relatively stable empiricism in the social and cultural sciences has now 
become a common scholarly necessity for any credible cultural study of 
socialism. In this sense, real socialism must be historicized.
	 On the other hand, the significance of historical socialism’s difference 
is thrown all the more strongly into relief by its absence on the current 
European stage. No longer there, the distinct bundle of problems, aspi-
rations, unintended consequences, and achievements that were socialism 
can now be loosed from their tactical mooring in Cold War positions, and 
understood against the more principled aspects of a fractured modernity. 
Here, the word modernity signifies an epoch in which universalist human 
aspirations have uneasily converged with the mechanisms and institutions 
for their social implementation, whether as “good” or “bad” universals, as 
cyberspace or hydrogen bomb.6 In this sense, then, I do not restrict my dis-
cussion of the socialist culture of the GDR to the relentlessly (and vaguely) 
invoked desideratum of “historicization,” but pursue a speculative as well 
as empiricist line of argumentation.7 Modernity is not singular, but riven 
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by rival universalisms that widely exclude each other, as illustrated nowhere 
more clearly than in the case of socialism. An all too easy acceptance of the 
factuality of the present globalism’s claims to necessity and totality is a dead 
end in which economic liberalism triumphs because that is simply the way 
the world is.
	 As a travel guide into another system, this book takes us on a tour of 
an alternate form of modernity, one strangely different from the familiar 
modernity of liberal capitalism. By defining this strange system emptily at 
first, simply as other to capitalist modernity, the book aims to let this sys-
tem emerge gradually on its own terms. Inevitably, though, such an ac-
count sees its foreign soil through the lenses of many other travelers. It 
aims to describe a new world freshly, but its descriptions also take their 
place among an existing literature on social alternatives; the distinct way 
in which it intervenes in that literature should here be remarked to give a 
clearer idea of what is being embarked upon. While I argue for the possibil-
ity of real alternatives in social organization and experience, I do not argue 
that we get to know and achieve that difference through more or better 
politics. In fact, I hold that the socialist alternative is no political formation 
at all, but a system, with a characteristic arrangement of subsystems. A sys-
tem, if it means nothing else in the following book, defines an arrangement 
with boundaries. It contrasts with a structure, which operates as an ordering 
whole. Politics, to the extent that it is a structural feature of human life, will 
go on as usual, even (or especially) in socialism.
	 By contrast, an influential post-Marxist literature, developing since the 
1980s in part as a reaction against the perceived scientism of structural 
Marxism, has heralded a “return of the political” in which politics has 
ever more emphatically been receiving its due as an autonomous sphere 
of human activity irreducible to economics, technology, or administra-
tion. This return of the political emphasizes the infinity of differences in 
human affairs. Politics here takes the form of disagreement, antagonism, 
and decision. It takes place not in formalized institutions, such as market, 
parliament, and judiciary, where disagreement is already subordinated to 
systemic constraint, but on the streets, in the papers, on the shop floor, in 
the marginal neighborhoods—anywhere but where order, calculation, and 
planning reign. It takes place among the uncounted and unlettered. Even 
when politics appears at the apex of society, its authentic form is the bold 
stroke, not the capillary action of diffuse suasions and stimulants, sanctions 
and sedatives. This return of the political often falls together with a celebra-
tion of “life”—life not as biology, but as a foundational point of indeter-
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minacy and source of the new, as that which escapes all modes of system 
and counting (hence, the renewed concern with Hannah Arendt’s concept 
of natality, the condition of politics in the unpredictable renewal of life). 
Politics and politicization become, in effect, not another means for maneu-
vering in institutional environments, but synonymous with the aspiration 
for openness in the authentic human life. There are many names associated 
with this new politics, perhaps the most prominent of which are Ernesto 
Laclau, Chantal Mouffe, Jacques Rancière, Claude Lefort, Giorgio Agam-
ben, Michael Hardt, and Antonio Negri.
	 As much as their work finds an echo in these pages, this book is not 
conceived as a response to a theoretical literature; on the contrary, it is not 
about that literature, but about really existing socialism, its stories, tasks, 
and problems. But while I do not polemicize against the new salience of 
the political, I think that it is nonetheless helpful to note how different the 
course I pursue is. Where the new political theories dismantle the idea of 
“specific difference” (a specific otherness to capitalism) in favor of difference 
per se as an endless round of contingencies, it is precisely the sharp smack 
of one existential difference that preoccupies my subjects. And where the 
new political focus is based on the primacy of some field of minimal sys-
tematization (the political), my study accords primacy to fields of maxi-
mum systematization. Theories that value politics as a distinct and self-
sufficient field of human endeavor do so because they understand a true 
politics as less regulated even than language (with its logicist grammar); 
politics in these theories is essentially an aesthetic field—it is not syntax 
and phonology, but a purely symbolic rhetoric that, in the last instance, is 
about itself. Thus, even a communicatively oriented social theorist like Jür-
gen Habermas is held to shortchange political openness by binding himself 
too tightly to the rationalist assumptions of linguistic pragmatics.
	 While that which escapes modernity’s “count,” and remains indetermi-
nate with respect to our familiar calculations, is likewise at the heart of this 
study, I do not find the New and Different—the Novum—emerging in and 
aspiring to a minimally structured space of its own, but in a world of sys-
temic commitments and implications. Power, economy, and communica-
tion share their universal lessons not in unimpeded discourse, but in more 
stringent media such as law, money, and bureaucracy. Where choice and 
decision figure in my treatment of socialism—where political and aesthetic 
subjectification come into play—is at the boundaries of systems, boundar-
ies that function as indices of transformation, pointing beyond an actual 
(and even a potential) state. My theoretical ground is not freedom, but the 
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universal limits of coercion. Otherness, excess, transformation, and incom-
mensurability refer in the following pages to systemic productions, and 
what interests me is how they are presented in the media of real socialism. 
What new and different things do we come to recognize and choose by 
means of socialism’s money, laws, wars, and commands? The New Man or 
Woman?
	 When human agency and subject formation emerge as important cat-
egories in this study—as they do—they are seen as rare and brief moments 
of awareness that are just as likely to be disappointments as satisfactions, 
and certainly not to be welcomed unconditionally as liberations. Awakened 
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Fig. 1. The New Man in ISOTYPE (Inter
national System of Typographic Picture 
Education) of erstwhile Bavarian Soviet 
Economic Advisor Otto Neurath. Courtesy 
of www.gerdarntz.org. Collection Gemeente
museum The Hague.
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by an encounter with a system boundary, social awareness often manifests 
itself as an inability to distinguish before and after, inside and outside, self 
and other: as an inability to plan. Such consciousness of change refers to 
a triggered affect, an unexpected emotional awareness—an ecstasy. How-
ever, a new quality of agency is only confirmed—and pleasure in selfhood 
experienced again—in the feedback arising from devotion to a system for 
capturing such change. The New Human is not, in the following account, 
a slumbering giant, a rising voice, and a thundering deliverer from wrong. 
The New Human we meet here is the patient devotee of transforming social 
circumstances, the recipient as well as donor of obscure signals groping for 
some stable pattern that will eventually be recognized not just as new but as 
new and improved. While politics and freedom play a role for this New Hu-
man, what she seeks most is that really existing thing which demonstrates a 
difference between one politics or another. To the extent that socialism names 
the difference between two great political choices, it cannot itself be a poli-
tics. It is rather the object equally of our protagonists’ humble patience and 
agonizing impatience, a matter of solicitude, confrontation, and shock.
	 In its analysis of socialist culture, The Skin of the System combines sev-
eral broad areas of concern. It is, most explicitly, a study of what insights 
into socialism the remarkable East German literary loner Franz Fühmann 
(1922–84) gives us. Not well known outside Germany, Fühmann has an 
oeuvre conspicuously lacking a “great novel” to secure his reputation. He 
is, however, an author whose intense combination of mythology, logical 
conundrums, and philosophical aphorisms with dreamscapes, nightmares, 
and the sharply etched details of war and bureaucracy qualifies him as a cos-
mopolitan modernist with the talent and intensity to merit an international 
reputation. Whatever genre might be used to classify Fühmann, his writ-
ings have an aesthetic authority that warrants close reading and sustained 
critical scrutiny. The choice of Fühmann, moreover, has what is for my pur-
poses an essential aesthetic specificity, one conveyed by contrast with his 
close friend—and much better known author—Christa Wolf. While both 
shared a deep commitment to real socialism and an equally deep dissent 
from those forces more interested in the tactics of institutional self-preser-
vation, they represent strikingly different literary sensibilities. Where Wolf 
is best known for her interest in the problems of subjective identity—how 
a person in society can “come to oneself ” without at the same time drop-
ping out or away from others—Fühmann is concerned with the problem of 
securing subjective discontinuities, of preserving the conscious possibility 
of transformation, of getting outside of one’s own well-worn skin.
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	 But if literary exegesis of Fühmann is one armature around which The 
Skin of the System develops, aesthetic questions are neither its only, nor 
necessarily primary, concern. I want to cite two additional rubrics for the 
book’s subject matter—the relation of science to society and that of liter-
ature to economics. The cultural study of science and society has helped 
complicate a prominent humanistic line of argumentation that treats sci-
ence as a field of human activity guided by a means-ends rationality, with 
strict criteria of truth and falsity and correspondingly few measures of 
moral and cultural value. Like some of this work in “science studies,” The 
Skin of the System refuses the dichotomy of instrumental reason versus com-
municative reason, adopting an approach that sees function and meaning 
as closely intertwined facts of modern life. Its position can be contrasted to 
the Frankfurt School tradition of Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, 
extended most prominently by Habermas, which places emphasis on con-
sensus, normativity, and reflective decision-making. Here the emphasis falls 
more strongly on institutions, system-bound discretion, and the brief, but 
inevitable moments of paradox and contradiction that exceed the limits of 
prior constraints. Even the much-maligned category of instrumental-tech-
nical reason finds a sympathetic airing in these pages, since the study, bas-
ing itself in postanalytic philosophy and systems theory, situates itself in 
a pragmatic and utilitarian framework that strives to be broad enough to 
entertain (though not adhere to) figures as antipodal as W. v. O. Quine and 
Karl Marx. Such a framework allows us to ask questions about Fühmann’s 
writing, and—through his biographical dilemmas—about the role of tech-
nical-rational systems such as cybernetic steering and positive legal juris-
prudence in the development of a socialist mentality.
	 The study of literature and economics has been productively enriched by 
literary and economic scholars over the last several decades, and the discus-
sion they have initiated is also one that this study joins.8 The perspective 
here, however, diverges from that found in the substantial scholarly work 
articulating and criticizing parallels between the circulation of capital and 
the circulation of symbolic meaning9—the divergence stems from the insis-
tence on a meaningful difference between real socialism and capitalism, a 
difference that must naturally extend into any parallels between economic 
forms and symbolic ones. As some sympathetic critics of using economic 
models to understand culture have noted, the search by cultural analysts 
for an economic principle prior to and different from capitalist principles 
often issues in a sort of paradoxicality that winds up making capitalism 
seem more inevitable than ever. In the spirit of this “internal critique” of 
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economic-cultural studies, this study takes as its theoretical starting point 
the possibility of systems other than the familiar capitalist system and as 
its empirical starting point the history of socialism in East Germany. The 
inevitability of capitalism—and capitalist homologies in the circulation of 
cultural meaning—is thus ruled out from the beginning.
	 The challenges of real socialism and the drama of Fühmann’s writing 
are complex and actual—that is, they relate to the empirical world of his-
tory and practice. There are, however, certain classical concepts that recur 
throughout this diversity, concepts related to the difficulty of experiencing 
transformation as anything more than a fleeting change of names in an 
unchanging world. These key concepts are marked by such Latin phrases 
as tertium non datur (there is no third), optimum optimorum (the best of the 
best), differentia specifica (specific difference), and unicuique suum (to each 
his due), which reappear in different problematic configurations through-
out this analysis. In each particular appearance, they turn out to be figures 
antagonistic to their own universal conceptualization, figures of immediacy 
and directness in the very literal sense of abolishing any mediating terms. 
For those on whom these figures suddenly impose themselves as ciphers of 
real experience, their flash of relevance not only calls forth one affect alone 
but also evokes in each new situation both an ecstatic longing to stand out 
as such, as a subject of pure heterogeneous experience, and an indexical 
longing to register the force of existence plainly, with no special experience 
of oneself at all. They call on a person uniquely—or call a person forth as 
unique—that he or she may serve as a sign of universal difference: be a 
straw in the wind of revolution . . . or, in the less romantic terms of Quine, 
be the value of a variable.
	 What reading Fühmann adds to our reflections on the universal prob-
lems of social transformation is his overwhelming insight that the complexity 
of transformation—the improbably difficult set of historical mediations trans-
formation entails—is engaged only in the event of an experience of blunt 
simplicity. Fühmann’s work, it will be seen, turns around the problem of how 
a world-creating medium and a self-delimiting index can ever be brought to 
coincide. Or to put it in words of the philosophical canon, how the tertium 
comparationis (a third term for comparison) or metretike techne (science of 
commensuration) can ever coincide with the novum or ex nihilo (the new 
thing, never-yet-encountered), since this unheard-of coincidence of univer-
sal and particular is the only test of radical change. Fühmann’s unique merit 
as a writer is to lend this abstract problem the tangible, passionate force of 
his temperament, intelligence, and historical situation in East Germany. The 
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devil, of course, is in his details—and our own—so it will take many careful 
restatements and refinements of the problem of universal socialist transfor-
mation before we begin (I hope) to appreciate its cumulative force fully. 
Meanwhile, we follow the remarkable path of a Central European writer 
whose choices and chances put him in the center of the twentieth century’s 
vast and disorienting clash of systems—a brilliant naif, traversing liberal-
ism, fascism, and socialism, trying to experience in body and soul what the 
meaning of these grand formations could possibly be.

3.	 itinerary

	 Those commencing this vacation on the heels of our socialist protago-
nist might find it convenient to know that the book is divided into nine 
chapters organized into two parts. Part One, comprising three chapters, 
develops the main theoretical ideas of “other systems.” In light of the an-
tipathy of especially leftist social theorists to really existing socialist institu-
tions, Chapter 1 begins with the strategies of cultural studies—from those 
of Adorno and Habermas to those of Stuart Hall and Richard Rorty—for 
denying intellectual significance to East European socialism. Against such 
strategies, I hold that socialism was nothing if not also its practical experi-
ence. Yet what did this experience amount to? Having cited academic prej-
udices, I do not want to make the case easy for myself, so I turn to the exu-
berant days of the collapsing Wall in the 1980s and 1990s when few were 
ready to concede that socialism ever existed in the departing mess of the 
Soviet bloc. The giddy release from socialism’s ontological burden is hard 
to argue with. Socialism’s heavy fictions seemed to yield in a magic moment 
to a reality as free for possibility as any fairy tale. This moment—whether 
socialism’s compendium or contravention—exposes a socialism bereft of 
power and pretense, a socialism that is not one. Precisely in this afterimage 
of rigid institutional forms, harsh police measures, legal arbitrariness, ar-
rogant scientism, and, most strikingly, decisive collapse, historical socialism 
becomes the site for thinking about what is universal in the socialist alter-
native—about what was or still is there to insist upon. Like the moment of 
socialism’s installation, the moment of its collapse marks it as a system with 
boundaries, not an idyll of utopian longing. In particular, East Germany—
the focus of the book—is not belittled here by adopting the tendency to 
see it as having been a provincial and parochial backwater of modernity. 
Rather, in the following analysis East Germany remains an avant-garde, 
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with all the perversity such a claim might imply, an avant-garde that helps 
us think the future of our own present. This vanguard status is not attribut-
able to some absurd ideological loyalty to the dour martinet of the Eastern 
bloc, but to the simple conviction that whatever else GDR socialism was, it 
was real.
	 Chapter 2 is the main theoretical chapter, explaining in general terms 
how my analysis of socialism works, how it relates to other traditions—
especially that of philosophical ontology—and what it accomplishes that 
other approaches do not. It forms a self-standing, if condensed and de-
manding, argument that guides the book’s agenda, as well as establishing 
avenues for further research and debate. In this way, it is the most broadly 
applicable section of the book, useful to readers who want to engage with 
the methodological assumptions and implications of this work and to relate 
it to some of the theoretical literature I have alluded to in this introduction. 
Drawing on the disparate fields of economics, semiotics, systems theory, 
and philosophy, the chapter’s tasks include the following: explaining what 
“ontology” has to do with socialism; introducing a set of classical ontologi-
cal problems reaching from Plato’s Parmenides to the critique of positivism 
by Horkheimer and Adorno; using a combination of “internal realism” 
(Quine, Hilary Putnam) and “systems theory” (Parsons, Luhmann) to re-
formulate the ontological problems in a way relevant for understanding 
socialism; showing that this reformulation is especially helpful in distin-
guishing between “political ontology” (Carl Schmitt, Laclau, Rancière) 
and something like “economic ontology” (General Equilibrium Theory, 
Marxism); and, finally, suggesting that a “socialist ontology”—which is the 
ultimate promise of the book, becoming visible over the course of Part 
Two—is obliged by its inmost aspirations to generic superiority to chop up 
its world differently than liberal political and economic ontologies do. Lest 
this seem too crowded an agenda for one chapter, I want to emphasize that 
the last item—the socialist ontology—receives no prescriptive formulation, 
but relies on the disruptive and generative potential of its new synthesis 
(what used to be called “totality” in the pre-postmodern days). Socialism is 
not a slick “system differentiation,” whereby a new subsystem emerges to 
resolve a paradox in one or another system—say, the paradox of overpro-
duction in the market economy—but it first appears as something new and 
incompletely articulated against the background of a vast social “de-differ-
entiation.”
	 Chapter 3 is assigned the task of persuading the reader that my theoretical 
vocabulary of socialist ontology is also a vocabulary that speaks with and to 



Introduction	12

the literature of really existing socialism. It takes up one of the key contrasts 
developed in Chapter 2—namely, the contrast between indexical pointing 
and symbolic mediation, and exemplifies it on the examples of Fühmann 
and the most famous East German literary figure, Christa Wolf. This pair 
exemplifies what I call the “skin of the system,” to indicate a system’s being 
both an intact whole and a vulnerable body, and the “din of the system,” 
to indicate both a system’s physical norms (a pun on DIN, or German In-
dustrial Norms) and their susceptibility to the noise of infinite regression. 
After showing how what might seem like an abstract and rather technical 
contrast in fact has aesthetic consequences that might be discerned and ap-
preciated, I pursue an important aspect of Fühmann’s poetics to illustrate 
a related theoretical term—sovereignty. This key term I subsequently turn 
back onto the poetics of real socialism. Sovereignty is such an important 
notion because it points both to a subjective dimension of intentional self-
hood and to an objective dimension of ultimate authority. In Fühmann’s 
poetics, sovereignty becomes an erotic category in the sense that it is not 
simply a category of individual autonomy—the personalistic authority of 
the supreme commander—but also a category that in its claim to represent 
the superlative always relies for its test on an encounter with something 
worse or better, but surely other. This harrowing and exultant encounter 
is, for Fühmann, always essentially an erotic encounter, because it is both 
disruptive of identity and generative. We thus glimpse how Fühmann’s ren-
dering of socialism’s encounter with antagonistic social forms—a theme of 
potentially deadening dryness and stolidity—finds an expressive venue in 
the poetry and philosophy of erotic desire.
	 Part Two remains in a philosophical register, but takes on board the rich 
and particular historical experiences of Fühmann, experiences not so much 
of this or that relationship or this or that episode in his life, but those odd, 
graphic, highly personal experiences that suddenly, perversely evacuate 
themselves of specificity in order to take on the cast of the universal—like 
narrative art in the good old days that promised to reveal eternal human 
verities in deft little situations, only here the universal truths are often un-
recognizably distant from the human. Universality in Fühmann has no 
guarantee of familiarity, which is exactly its frightening challenge.
	 Chapter 4, the first of Part Two, is the most descriptive chapter, taking 
us through the work, biography, and institutional commitments of Füh-
mann, from his experience reading Georg Trakl as a fascist Wehrmacht sol-
dier in the 1940s through his antifascist re-education in prison camp, to his 
desperate fight against his own sarcasm and self-destructive rage in the face 
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of the GDR’s growing institutional absurdity in the 1970s and 1980s. Cru-
cially, Fühmann is presented not as the case study to which the preceding 
conceptual framework will be applied, but as equally explanandum and ex-
planans—as both a part of socialism to be explained and as a singularly tell-
ing explicator of socialist phenomena. To help readers orient their aesthetic 
expectations, I place Fühmann’s work into a broader context of literary 
modernism. I also give an overview of his oeuvre, focusing especially on 
his unlikely travel journal Twenty-two Days, or Half a Lifetime, a document 
of whimsical but unsparing self-interrogation that I return to throughout 
the book. The life that emerges in his writing is shaped by violent personal 
transitions, from keen fascist to convinced socialist to what, toward the 
end of his life, may be called a state of apocalyptic suspense. I address this 
sequence of ruptures in Fühmann’s selfhood not with a theory of psycho-
logical trauma, but by way of Fühmann’s highly conceptualized perception 
of the challenge that an existential demand for transformation poses to core 
subjective needs for boundary and identity.
	 Chapter 5 addresses Fühmann’s Muses, drawing us headlong into a po-
etics of transformation whose task is not to ascertain just any difference, 
but to ascertain the true difference a difference makes. Not just transforma-
tion, but transformation for the better—in fact, for the best—is Fühmann’s 
concern. A poetics of supercession—a socialist poetics—finds itself only 
beyond itself, where the ethereal Muses engage the workaday situation of 
those enunciating their songs. Fühmann’s Muses show themselves in just 
such a material engagement in “Marsyas,” a short story based on the Greek 
myth of the impertinent satyr flayed alive after the Muses judge his music 
inferior to Apollo’s. We see in this story how a realist poetics that is also a 
socialist poetics leads to a brutal ontologization of formal logic that, ulti-
mately, takes on the illogical form of a physical erotics. Importantly, we see 
how this erotics is not conceived as an individual bodily experience, but as 
a systems erotics of social transformation. This systems erotics supplies the 
central figures of Fühmann’s experience of socialism, above all the principle 
of a present and forceful difference: the logical law of the excluded middle, 
tertium non datur (there is no third). This figure, necessary for imagining 
the sharp boundaries of difference that Fühmann longs to experience as 
evidence of transformation, describes a kind of skin of the system—that is, 
the system’s outermost boundary that both secures its identity and demar-
cates its particularity. The flaying of this skin is the fatality that Fühmann 
explores throughout his imaginative work and relentlessly unimagined bi-
ography.
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	 After these two chapters have indicated the stakes of Fühmann’s dog-
matics and poetics, Chapter 6 introduces three rubrics, camps, laws, and 
plans, which mark historical stations in Fühmann’s biography and concep-
tual stations in socialist transformation. After sketching the broad signifi-
cance of these terms, the chapter explores the idea of the camp with refer-
ence to Fühmann’s internment in a Soviet antifascist re-education camp, 
the lager’ voennoplennych, where the brutality of containment—of dogma, 
detention, and discipline—comes together with the lyrical abjection of the 
unlivable life. Chapters 7 and 8 then continue the program set out here 
and take up the other two terms. The three institutional realms of camps, 
laws, and plans correspond, albeit ambiguously, to three competing world 
orders in modernity: fascism, liberalism, and socialism. Fühmann’s own 
relationship to each order is a central concern of his poetics of transforma-
tion. Building on the analysis of “Marsyas,” Chapter 6 resituates the bodily 
torment of the satyr’s flaying in the Stalinist prison camp where Fühmann 
reads Georg Trakl, the expressionist poète maudit who first inspired him as a 
fascist soldier, and whom he continues to read as an elusive constant of his 
own inconstant life, autobiographically recounting his changing readings 
of Trakl in his epic critical essay Facing the Fire Pits. The camp that emerges 
in this chapter is both a harrowing instrument of physical orthopedics and 
a ground-laying, a taking of position, a drawing of sides—the straitened 
socialist who discovers himself and his Muses in this camp is one who, hav-
ing confounded all laws of retribution and distribution, is ready to receive 
the new dispensation.
	 In Chapter 7, the renegades are already legion, and the walls of the so-
cialist camp no longer exert the force they once did, socialism’s unity re-
quiring a renewal through the purer force of law. The promised new law of 
socialist order, however, remains stubbornly suspended between the emer-
gence of socialism and its catastrophic state of emergency. This suspension 
becomes grimly apparent in Fühmann’s correspondence around the time 
of several aggressive legal actions against GDR writers in the mid-1970s, 
and it only intensifies in the letters about his abortive attempt to assemble 
an anthology of younger, unpublished poets shortly before his death. The 
idea of laws as an opposite to camps, or, more technically, the opposition 
of indicative and normative orders, becomes ever harder for Fühmann to 
maintain, especially as his various goals of sovereignty and system are seen 
to exclude, repeat, and exceed each other. More and more, the positive law 
of socialism diverges from socialism’s systemic disposition until it is no lon-
ger clear which order is more absurd. At that point of disordered expecta-
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tions, Fühmann becomes keenly attuned to the privative (lacking) case of 
sense: the maddening nonsense of real socialist law.
	 Chapter 8 then takes up the plan, the institutionalized form of provi-
dential reasoning that lies somewhere between normative law and factual 
description and that is—in the guise of the “Five-Year Plan”—the proverbial 
institution of real socialism. I examine more closely the philosopher Georg 
Klaus, the leading proponent of cybernetic systems theory in the GDR, 
whose writings on norms I introduce in the previous chapter. Klaus’s cy-
bernetic project aims to find an efficient quantitative measure of the social-
ist system and in doing so runs up against the problem of maintaining a 
substantial quality of socialism. The unbiased flow of quantitative com-
mensuration would itself be something so new in human affairs that such 
a liberated quantity would count as the very quality by which socialism’s 
success could be measured. From Klaus’s paradoxes of quantity and qual-
ity, we turn to Fühmann’s science fiction story “The Heap,” which poses 
the classical Eleatic problem of the sorites—namely, when does a quantity 
become a quality?—and answers it with biting reference to the unresolved 
problems of GDR socialist identity: sovereign quality and quantifiable sys-
tem must both yield again to transformation.
	 Fühmann died in 1984, before the collapse of East German socialism. 
Chapter 9 draws together some of the key themes from Fühmann’s work, 
reminding readers of the landmarks of socialism from the vantage point of 
a brief trip to the West, a strange place, if we can picture it, free of social-
ism’s anguished contortions. In the futuristic story “The Street of Perver-
sions,” Fühmann’s protagonist journeys across the wall to liberal Libroterr. 
There he is able to glance back at real socialism (Uniterr) from across the 
horrible ontological dividing line of its immeasurable difference. Right on 
the edge of that line, I pause to consider an essay on E. T. A. Hoffmann’s 
novella “Ignaz Denner,” in which Fühmann asks what happens when the 
Hegelian dialectic of progress comes to a shuddering halt, not in an exu-
berant flash of revolutionary energy but in an abject perception of the ma-
terial inertia of the world. Perversely, though, this moment of belonging to 
things, while shattering, addresses the fundamental desire—the desire for 
socialism—whose many forms I have been exploring over the course of this 
book.
	 After such difficult travels, after so many marvels and so many desolate 
stations of transit, we might feel exhausted and ready to return to the bor-
der checkpoints where, in Part One, we first got our documents in order. 
By the time we reach the end—dare I reveal it?—the checkpoints are gone. 
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Without any border between systems, we are no longer free to leave an-
other system, but compelled to return to our more familiar sectors. My hope 
is, however, that at least some touch of (other) worldliness remains behind 
from that earlier freedom to go. May you cheerfully avail yourself of it.
	 Bon voyage!
	



PART I

BETWEEN NOT YET  
AND NO LONGER

I confess that in America [East Germany] I saw 
more than America [East Germany]; I sought there 
the image of democracy [socialism] itself, with its 
inclinations, its character, its prejudices, and its 
passions, in order to learn what we have to fear or to 
hope from its progress.

—Alexis de Tocqueville





1.	 “the internationale”: one icon— 
two stories of futures past

	 ’Tis the final conflict, let each stand in his place.
—Eugène Pottier, “The Internationale”1

	 Come, join in the only battle wherein no man can fail,
	 Where whoso fadeth and dieth, yet his deed shall still prevail.

—William Morris, “The Day is Coming”2

	 In Ken Loach’s 1995 Cannes Prize–winning film, Land and Freedom, the 
protagonists—volunteers fighting Franco in the libertarian-left POUM 
(Partido Obrero Unificado Marxista) militias—sing the workers’ anthem, 
“The Internationale,” after a fractious debate over land reform in the Aragón 
village they have just liberated.3 The song rallies the multipartisan, multina-
tional soldiers back together again in working-class unity. An anthem, par-
ticularly “The Internationale,” is a powerful symbol, and the complex emo-
tions of the volunteers—bravado, fatalism, solidarity—are portrayed by way 
of the song’s effect on film audiences who have their own emotional and 
political associations with the fabled anthem. In the film’s screening time, 
the historically alert audience senses the tragic irony of the volunteers’ faith 
in the fragile unity wrought by the still stirring refrains. The main narrative, 
meanwhile, goes on to play out the irony as the characters discover through 
their own actions—“with my own eyes,” as the protagonist puts it—how 
much less charitable events are than ideals. The young comrades-in-arms 
are led either to tear up their party cards or go their separate organizational 
ways. Loach’s historical fiction makes it clear that the militia members sing-
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ing the song are ultimately not fighting under the banner of either the Span-
ish Republic or the Communist Party of Spain. Rather, loosely based on 
George Orwell’s account of the war, Homage to Catalonia, the film tells the 
story of the Barcelona-based POUM militias’ efforts to force the pace of 
revolution by collectivizing the land under their regional control.4 They are 
defeated in this project not by Franco’s fascists, but by the Communist par-
ties committed to the bourgeois democratic Popular Front of the Spanish 
Republic. It is a complicated story that leaves intact little of the celebratory 
unity of the “The Internationale.” By the film’s end, not a few of the debaters 
who closed their session on land reform with the song have died, along with 
the Spanish revolution, at the points of each other’s guns.
	 As material culture, “The Internationale” is a real and even banal thing: 
a military march existing in sheet music, impromptu performances, record-
ings, and films. What it symbolizes, however, is not so clear, although it 
still mobilizes great passion, as the film’s extended citation of it indicates. 
Moreover, if this vague thing it symbolizes might be called “socialism,” then 
it is even less clear whether this reference has any substantial existence in 
reality or belongs only to the infinitely displaced world of signs. In fact, 
the difficulty of specifying anything concrete about socialism is what allows 
the film to negotiate the slippery border between symbolic autonomy and 
historical reference. For while the main narrative concentrates on the Left’s 
internecine squabbles, taking advantage of the audience’s historical knowl-
edge of the twentieth century’s failed socialist revolutions to highlight the 
story’s tragic power, the film gives back with the right hand what the left 
has taken. Thus, the film’s framing device accomplishes another aspect of 
its narrative agenda: to deliver its heroes and their struggles, sacrifices, and 
symbols from a less-than-heroic socialist history that appears finally to have 
been discredited by the world-shaking events of the late 1980s. The frame 
takes the film’s story up to the moment of the protagonist’s death in a dere-
lict council flat in post-Thatcher England, where his grandniece recovers and 
identifies with the personal history whose mementos he has stashed away 
in a little chest. Now—both diegetically and in the theater—the symbols 
and sacrifices contained in the narrative box are passed on to the audience 
outside of it. The fire of international workers’ revolution escapes its dous-
ing by functionaries and fellow travelers; the martyrs have not died in vain; 
the valiant culture the film has cited is no longer artifact, but living legacy. 
Over the hero’s open grave, his youthful grandniece recites a few words by 
William Morris and raises her fist with a group of his loyal comrades.
	 By salvaging “The Internationale” at the expense of the Comintern, 
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Loach’s film frees the workers’ anthem from the betrayals of Stalin and the 
tainted cultural legacy of “really existing” socialism. A less burdened social-
ism than that which “really existed”—namely, one whose revolution never 
happened—can thus become the heroic reference point of the living legacy. 
From the Loyalists’ defensive cry ¡No pasaran! the slogan now becomes 
the utopians’ untested “Not yet!” Noch nicht is the phrase Ernst Bloch used 
to characterize the glimmering “principle of hope”: the workers’ future is 
yet to come.5 So what has happened in Land and Freedom’s switch of the 
primary reference of “The Internationale”? That socialism which claimed to 
be really in existence—the socialism of the commissars—is denied as false. 
That socialism that never existed—the socialism of those who haven’t had 
or have been denied their chance, the socialism of song—is adopted as the 
true reference of the anthem’s refrains. This transformation of socialism is 
indeed a gain of many degrees of freedom. It has become a “floating signi-
fier,” the surplus signification that like the mana of primitive reverence “is 
the disability of all finite thought (but also the surety of all art, all poetry, 
every mythic and aesthetic invention),” according to Claude Lévi-Strauss.6

	 At the same time, other stories of fact and fiction besides Loach’s can 
be told about the embattled workers’ anthem, ones that, however much 
latitude we grant them, leave us with less perfect freedom. Admiral N. G. 
Kuznetsov, commissar of the Soviet Navy, had been a top military adviser 
to the Loyalist armies in Spain during the crucial years of the Civil War. 
Alone among the non-Axis powers, the Soviet Union had committed maté-
riel and manpower to the defense of Spain against fascism. Five years after 
the bloody events in Spain described by Loach’s film, the Red Navy under 
Kuznetsov’s command found itself under massive attack in its own waters.7 
On June 22, 1941, the Nazis invaded the Soviet Union, and within two 
months Hitler’s Eighteenth Army had trapped the Baltic Fleet in the har-
bor of Tallinn. The Red Navy, desperate to evacuate more than twenty-five 
thousand Soviet troops and civilians from the Baltic republics, was forced 
to sail east toward Kronstadt through the thickly mined Gulf of Finland 
under heavy air attack by the German First Air Fleet. In the exodus twenty-
eight out of twenty-nine transport ships were sunk, with the loss of over 
ten thousand lives. A sailor witnessed the transport Virona as it went down. 
At the very last, with the remaining passengers and the crew assembled on 
the quarterdeck, the sailor heard the sound of singing. They were singing 
“The Internationale” out over the dark, wreckage- and mine-strewn water. 
Defiant to the end, the civilian and military personnel on the ship fore-
shadowed the determination that those who survived the evacuation were 
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to demonstrate in the ensuing nine-hundred-day siege of Leningrad, one 
of the few modern sieges more costly than Franco’s siege of Madrid. Just 
before the Virona slid under water, the officers on deck drew their guns. A 
brief series of cracks and flashes signaled their final act of loyalty. Whatever 
other meanings one ascribes to the story—Russian patriotism, respect of 
naval tradition, fear of Stalin—one can also accord to the same Red soldiers 
whose treachery Loach decried the rich meaning of the workers’ anthem.8 
But whose legacy is the flawed one?

2.	institutions versus ideals

	 These two tales of military courage displayed in the name of “The Inter-
nationale” bring into focus a problem in cultural studies posed by the end 
of the Cold War and the collapse of “really existing” socialism in Eastern 
Europe. The problem, simply stated, is whether critical scholarship should 
“emancipate” the kernel of real socialism—as a set of utopian ideals carried 
by an independent popular culture—from the context of a discredited in-
stitutional history; or should that institutional history and the culture that 
emerged with it form a primary basis for our understanding of what was 
distinctively socialist about “socialist” culture? In the one case, the arts and 
ethos of Eastern Europe are best served by an approach like Loach’s that 
recuperates their critical negativity from the instrumentalization of state 
sponsorship, just as Loach salvaged the anarchist spontaneity of the work-
ers’ anthem from its duty to maintain discipline along a chain of command. 
As Adorno put it, “[C]ulture is only true when implicitly critical.”9 In the 
other case, the question of whether or not Eastern European regimes pro-
duced a socialist culture can only be answered by taking seriously their 
claim to be socialist in the first place, recognizing that their intellectual 
and expressive symbols, their class and property relations, and even many 
of their party traditions were those shared or envisioned by the workers’ 
movement. Whereas Adorno demands for true art “separation from the 
prevailing realm of purposes,”10 the singing of Kuznetsov’s sailors took on 
its “truth” in their embracing the Red Navy’s redness as their own in an 
affirmative act of “cultural reconciliation.” The story of Kuznetsov’s sailors 
might describe only a familiar kind of patriotic gesture—it is hard to read 
behind the lines of a single episode.11 But the very fact that it was “The In-
ternationale” accompanying their auto-da-fé hints at how important it is to 
understand the powerful commitments that made it possible for societies 



	 Utopia and Actuality 23

to subsist under socialist government—however they came, and we come, 
to understand that label.12

	 Nevertheless, it might be objected that this second approach, which 
critically embraces Eastern European socialism as a systemic effort to real-
ize a socialist society, is an unwarranted narrowing of the culture that may 
be considered socialist. Surely the socialist tradition is broader than East-
ern Europe in the twentieth century. It includes religious and communal 
communisms as well as workers’ and reform movements in the industrial 
West and Third World; it includes the solidaristic capacity emerging within 
and against the rule of competitive individualism.13 As broad and diverse 
as the tradition is, however, cultural studies would surely not want to mis-
take breadth with indeterminacy and refuse any specification of socialist 
institutional forms that have a referential concreteness beyond the play 
of differences in a culture of modernity. Kuznetsov’s sailors understood 
themselves and their social belonging in a complex and effective network 
of relationships, and to this network they ascribed the symbolic value of 
“The Internationale.” The “validity” of equating that polyglot anthem with 
that thick network of logics, intentions, and cross-purposes consists not 
in its exclusive determination of socialist identity but in its historically real 
determination of socialism as a governing power.14 However much this 
determination weighs down the free-floating signifier with the red sailors’ 
sunken ship, it is one that any future socialism, as a practical designation for 
an alternative organization of the good life, cannot overlook.
	 Two otherwise very different traditions of cultural studies—the more 
positive “culturalist” tradition associated with the name of Raymond Wil-
liams and the critical “culture industry” tradition associated with the Frank-
furt School—both emphasize that it is the strict specification of some en-
semble of practices, meanings, and values that distinguishes the field of 
cultural studies from more methodologically individualistic approaches 
focusing on autonomous works of high art.15 While these traditions have 
wrestled with the necessity of a concept of “totality” for anchoring their 
analyses, it is nonetheless characteristic of cultural studies that it proceeds 
holistically either by defining culture itself as a total field where forces from 
disparate realms of life come together, or by bringing cultural artifacts into 
relationship with influences outside of culture as a merely imagined self-
sufficient whole (in fact, the imagined self-sufficiency of science is also an 
important focus of attack by critical theory16). In either case, it is some large 
inter-relation of logics, rather than one strand in isolation, that grounds cul-
tural studies analyses. Thus, even as Walter Benjamin and Adorno, for ex-
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ample, build their inquiries upon the basis of juxtaposed fragments, rather 
than assuming the perspective of the whole, their juxtapositions suggest a 
shattered culture’s indexical reference to an unrevealable totality. If Adorno, 
as we indicated above, ultimately emphasizes the critically negative auton-
omy of true art, then it is his interest in “false” art that makes him a pio-
neer in cultural studies, for false culture finds its meaning in what Frederic 
Jameson has called “the common historical situation” to which Adorno’s 
language always makes “monitory allusion: the administered world, the in-
stitutionalized society, the culture industry, the damaged subject”17—and 
it is some form of this tendentially unified historical situation that inter-
ests cultural studies. Together with Horkheimer in their 1944 study of the 
“culture industry,” Adorno even goes so far as to claim that the culture 
of modern capitalism functions as “a system which is uniform as a whole 
and in every part,” a uniformity that derives from the “absolute power of 
capitalism.”18 While the work of Williams more positively emphasizes even 
everyday culture’s moment of “relative autonomy” from other social deter-
minations, he is most interested in what he calls the “‘social’ definition of 
culture,” rather than the “‘ideal’ definition” that characterizes culture as a 
progressive realization of universal values.19 For Williams, culture indicates 
a “whole way of life” of a people and its inter-related structures, not simply 
individual or spontaneous expressions, nor simply its most impersonally 
universalistic side. It is “the signifying system through which necessarily 
(though among other means) social order is communicated, reproduced, 
experienced and explored.”20

	 It is to such definitions of culture as part of a broadly understood social 
order that this study harks—but in our case we presume that the social or-
der finds itself in a radically different “historical situation” than the one to 
which Adorno alludes. If the impetus behind a cultural studies approach to 
socialist culture is the attempt to identify the “signifying system” that allows 
the culture to be reproduced both as such—that is, as a unitary, well-or-
dered culture—and as distinctively socialist, then its task would be miscon-
ceived were it to concentrate on socialism only as a movement of resistance, 
emerging unsystematically from both the capitalist and the . . . what would 
it be called? non-capitalist? state-capitalist? . . . world. The contention here 
is that a negative, symbolically focused approach, by excluding the actual 
historical circumstances of socialist governance from its definition of so-
cialism, is ultimately more confining than the historical-systemic approach 
I argue for, which moves beyond a primarily symbolic realm to include a 
correlative world of matter, events, and actions.
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3.	 western versus eastern marxism

“Hate the Germans, kill the Germans”—such was, and is, the slo-
gan of common, i.e., bourgeois, patriotism. But we will say [. . .] 
“Learn from the Germans!” [. . .] Yes, learn from the Germans! 
[. . .] The Germans personify, besides a brutal imperialism, the 
principle of discipline, organization, harmonious co-operation on 
the basis of modern machine industry, and strict accounting and 
control. And that is just what we are lacking.

—V. I. Lenin21

	 Even as it identifies and affirms materialist and institutional over utopian 
impulses in cultural studies, my effort to examine real socialist culture as an 
element of really existing socialism has to contend with the long-standing 
hostility of cultural studies’ Western Marxist tradition to Eastern Europe as 
its evil twin whose very existence threatens the critical Western spirit. Ac-
cording to the intellectual historian Martin Jay, the term Western Marxism 
was coined in 1955 by the French phenomenological Marxist Maurice Mer-
leau-Ponty at a key moment of the Cold War to demarcate a critical van-
tage that “was identified solely with a subterranean tradition of humanist, 
subjectivist and undogmatic Marxism that was the negation of its official 
Soviet (or Eastern) counterpart.”22 Even Stuart Hall, a founding figure of 
the otherwise so ecumenical culturalist Marxist tradition, has commented 
that the critical Left “has, for decades, been trying to define a socialist alter-
native which was rooted in a profound and unequivocal repudiation of ‘the 
state socialist model.’”23 Continuing the moral purism of Western Marxism 
into the post–Cold War period, much cultural studies scholarship propa-
gates a misplaced anxiety that turns it away from a thorough appraisal of 
the system of culture that maintained (and was maintained by) the social-
ist societies of Eastern Europe—namely, the fear of sacrificing the critical 
and emancipatory goals of socialism (along the lines of Marx’s famous call 
for “a ruthless criticism of everything existing”24) to the gray normality of 
the Eastern bloc. Rather than taking the collapses of 1989 as a chance to 
assess the programmatic contradictions and errant institutional processes 
that socialist-identified governance entailed, many left commentators em-
braced the liberal narrative of 1989 as an occasion for vindicating West-
ern Marxism’s anxious Cold War demarcations and disavowals: there was, 
as they suspected all along, never any there there. Thus, in the immediate 
aftermath of events, historian Geoff Eley reconceptualized socialism as a 
force that has not served to realize an enduring program of its own, but his-
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torically to moderate the worst excesses of capitalism.25 Philosopher Rich-
ard Rorty suggested that “the time has come to drop the terms ‘capitalism’ 
and ‘socialism’ from the political vocabulary of the left.”26 And sociologist 
Anthony Giddens declared the “death of socialism,” “at least as a system 
of economic management.”27 Even strictly Marxist-identified scholars such 
as political economists Stephen Resnick and Richard Wolff, although they 
do not accept the liberal story, conclude that “the class structure that suc-
ceeded and failed in the USSR was a particular form of capitalism and not, 
as is typically held, a socialism or communism.”28

	 If socialism was never socialism, not even for the Left, then revolutions in 
the wake of World War I and the founding of socialist states in the wake of 
World War II drop out as significant caesuras in the orienting narratives of 
the twentieth century. That semantic void does not leave us, however, with 
a clean slate on which to sketch a coming community. Frederic Jameson 
argues that “we cannot not periodize”—that is, that historical meaning isn’t 
conceptual, but narrative, and as such demands epochs and junctures in or-
der to work.29 Real socialism, if it ever was real, could once contest a unitary 
story of modernity whose “only satisfactory semantic meaning,” according 
to Jameson, “lies in its association with capitalism.”30 But real socialism’s 
retrospective disqualification from reality is a temporal abandonment that 
allows twentieth-century history to be structured by other events that still 
command their loyalists. Even if there is no one “grand narrative” to ac-
claim or dispute, certain past events are reiterated again and again as inevi-
table components in the constitution of the present: World War I (rather 
than its revolutionary aftermaths); the rise of illiberal powers (rather than 
the Great Depression); the Holocaust as a discrete event (rather than a part 
of a larger conflagration); the heroic liberation of the camps (rather than 
the pragmatic Yalta order); the fall of the Berlin Wall (rather than its con-
struction). In such orderings of historical time an entire improbable, but 
all the more striking, episteme of modernity is written out of the twentieth 
century. Socialist thought either becomes assimilable as “Western Marx-
ist” criticism of modernity, or is curtly discounted as an illiberal curiosity. 
Meanwhile, the magnitude of the Holocaust structures a tragic drama—as 
dominant as it is inevitable—for repeated historical narration, and the danc-
ing on the fallen Berlin Wall becomes the epithalamion ending a comedy 
we still cannot get enough of, wherein all rivals to liberal modernity are 
revealed to have been mistaken identities. To the extent, which I believe is 
wide, that some variation on these historical dramas guides our response to 
both modernity and aesthetic modernism, one central goal of my argument 
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here is to bring about a dramatic restructuring, not only for its own closed 
effect, but for the ways in which it might restore socialism to its central 
meaning in the twentieth century.
	 To complicate my goals further, the Western Marxist tradition underly-
ing cultural studies not only has been hostile to learning from Eastern Eu-
ropean socialism but also harbors deep epistemological reservations about 
the truth claims of science and political reservations about its specialized 
technical institutions.31 Focusing on Eastern European administrative sys-
tems as one of the realities of real socialism, however, inevitably brings to 
the study of socialist culture all the implications of economic plans and 
their scientific-technical exigencies. It thus requires that one have recourse 
to critical social thought that is not exclusively “humanist and subjectivist,” 
like Merleau-Ponty’s Western Marxism, but that also has scientific and tech-
nical epistemological concerns in the ambivalent but relevant tradition of 
Engels’s Dialectics of Nature,32 Lenin’s admiration for American Taylorism 
and Fordism, Trotsky’s concern for military strategy and tactics, and the 
East German social critic Rudolf Bahro’s conviction that the coming uni-
versal laborer will be the socialist cybernetic engineer.33 In this sense, the 
cultural study of sciences, developed by philosophers of science such as 
Otto Neurath, Thomas Kuhn, Hilary Putnam, and Bruno Latour, opens up 
aspects of historical socialism to inquiries not hamstrung by hasty dismiss-
als of technical-functional thought. This is particularly important because, 
as the economist Alec Nove has argued, a feasible socialism is, among other 
things, a complex technical task that, if it avoids coming to terms with the 
historical difficulties of Eastern European planned economies, risks its 
own trivialization. “One must discuss what sort of economic problems it 
is reasonable to expect to encounter in any socialism defined with some 
reference to real-life possibilities.”34 Because that reference to real-life possi-
bilities, and impossibilities, is the heart of this project, the sort of scientific 
thought on nonmarket economics exemplified by the Pole Oskar Lange in 
the 1930s and the Hungarian János Kornai in the 1980s cannot be dismissed 
out of hand as inimical to utopian Marxism’s speculations on the condi-
tions for human autonomy.
	 By contrast, in Dialectic of Enlightenment Horkheimer and Adorno treat 
science as they treat the culture industry—namely, as indifferently subor-
dinated to the heteronomous laws of instrumental rationality. “Science 
is not conscious of itself,” they lament. “[It] is only a tool.”35 This posi-
tion is a critical inversion of Karl Popper’s affirmative view of science as 
a republic of individuals subjecting their claims freely to a jury of peers. 
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Jürgen Habermas, carrying on the Institute for Social Research’s general 
dispute with positivist epistemology, develops a sharp separation between 
“life world” and “system world” based in the last instance not on historical 
institutional considerations but on the epistemological distinction between 
(positivist) empirical-analytic reason and (reflective) dialogic-hermeneu-
tic reason. His argument relies on the epistemological difference between 
constative, descriptive, and logical thought and thought that is reflective, 
communicative, and normative: “between fact and norm,” as his 1996 case 
for a discursive theory of legality has it.36 Locating enlightened liberatory 
practice in the priority of the latter, he lets this epistemological distinction 
dominate his historical narrative. There must be a real, historical public 
sphere, distinct from the sphere of dispersed and saturating power that 
Michel Foucault calls “governmentality,” for Habermas’s progressive epis-
temology to find historical confirmation.37 This epistemologically driven 
historiography, however, leads to an overly rigid divide between techni-
cal and communicative realms. Where Habermas rescues culture from the 
lockstep to which Horkheimer and Adorno consigned it, he continues to 
let science languish in its supposed one-sided unreflectivity.38 While any 
cultural study of science must share Habermas’s assertion that “a radical 
critique of knowledge is possible only as social theory,”39 it is not clear that 
scientific understanding has not proceeded as a social theory and practice 
all along, with the same ambivalent subservience and autonomy as commu-
nicative culture has had in bourgeois society. For Habermas, however, the 
natural sciences have followed a path of the increasing desocialization and 
subordination of the individual to the alienated powers of physical law: 
reality is disclosed to the sciences only insofar as what is observed further 
promotes the control of objectified (law-based) processes.40 In this way, 
Habermas continues to draw a sharp, qualitative line between culture and 
the sciences.
	 An approach that instead starts with empirical institutional differences 
between cultural and technical realms has a harder time being satisfied with 
the idealized boundaries of Habermas’s approach. Shapin’s and Schaffer’s 
celebrated study of the origins of empirical science in Leviathan and the 
Air-Pump suggests that the rise of scientific instrumentalism in the seven-
teenth century represented a victory of Boyle’s decentered communities 
of experimenters over Hobbes’s law-based, a priori reason: a triumph of 
local, pragmatic epistemology over the sort of sovereign rationality that 
Adorno and Habermas attribute to “the” administered system world sup-
posedly brought about by the dominance of techno-science.41 Bruno La-
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tour summarizes what he calls “the most fundamental aspect of our culture, 
since Boyle’s day”: “[We] live in communities whose social bond comes 
from objects fabricated in laboratories; ideas have been replaced by prac-
tices, apodeictic reasoning by controlled doxa, and universal agreement by 
groups of colleagues. The lovely order that Hobbes was trying to recover is 
annihilated by the multiplication of private spaces where the transcendental 
origin of facts is proclaimed—facts that have been fabricated by man yet are 
no one’s handiwork, facts that have no causality yet can be explained.”42 Al-
lowing for its controversies, science studies demonstrates how in the emer-
gence of bourgeois modernity the boundaries between science and culture 
were as little fixed as those between state and civil society or market and 
policy, and to this extent it need come as no surprise that in socialism’s case 
its cultural works grappled similarly with the boundaries of life and system 
worlds (to borrow the Habermasian terminology). Indeed, we will see that 
the socialism our writers are trying to think and feel their way through is 
closely associated with the new production of uncertain distinctions be-
tween official and unofficial, plan and chance, spirit and power, scientific 
validity and subjective authenticity, system and sovereignty.
	 Only by coming to grips with the profound difficulty of coordinat-
ing material, political, and cognitive interests into a governing alternative 
(with all the uneasy connotations of system and power that “government” 
conveys), can we recognize socialism as a living project (with all the uneasy 
connotations of authenticity and collaboration that “life” conveys). A West-
ern, post-Marxist condescension that does not admit kinship with the leftist 
aspirations of the socialists who sustained Eastern Europe for a good part 
of the twentieth century seems opportunistic, rather than analytic. “What 
has distinguished structuralism and post-structuralism,” Perry Anderson has 
written about the privileged theories of postmodern social critics, “is the 
extraordinary lability of the political connotations they have successively 
assumed. This external history is essentially one of passive adaptation to 
the prevailing fashions and moods of the time.”43 Although the adaptability 
Anderson diagnoses might be attributable to the social position of the aca-
demic more than to a specific philosophical orientation, a poststructuralism 
that has relinquished Marxist concerns with history, objectivity, system—in 
some critical form—lacks the realist armature for resisting the liberal mar-
ket triumphalisms that followed the collapse of socialism in 1989. Jacques 
Derrida himself has noted that “now that Marxism seems to be in rapid 
decomposition,” the stereotypical response will be to save Marx by arguing 
that “he doesn’t belong to the communists, to the Marxists, to the parties, 
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he ought to figure within our great canon of Western political philosophy. 
[. . .] This recent stereotype would be destined, whether one wishes it or 
not, to depoliticize profoundly the Marxist reference, to do its best, by put-
ting on a tolerant face, to neutralize a potential force . . .”44 An assessment 
of the Eastern European socialist experience (with its communists, Marx-
ists, and parties) aims to restore an important part of this Marxist reference 
and to illuminate what kind of effort is entailed in conceiving and organiz-
ing alternatives on a systematic scale.45

4.	 liberalism unbound: non-existence 
triumphant

Neither Fascism nor Communism turned out to be the ensign 
of a providential destiny for humanity. They were merely brief 
episodes, framed by what they had sought to destroy. Produced by 
democracy, they were interred by democracy.

—François Furet46

	 Of course, the disappearing reference of the socialist signifier suddenly 
takes on a whole new dimension in 1989. For all my commitment to con-
necting theoretical thought about socialism with the historical experience 
of real socialist states, the rapid collapse of those states into oblivion seems 
to render moot the issue of their status as either instantiations of true social-
ism or mere simulacra. The intellectual risk, and pathos, of deciding on this 
existential status vanishes as abruptly as the concrete socialist referent itself. 
Who is going to launch a missile over a philosophical question? Going a 
step further than those socialist idealists who concluded that there was no 
there there, Derrida sees simply no there, asking, “[Is] there there, between 
the thing itself and its simulacrum, an opposition that holds up?”47 For 
Derrida, who denies a stable Platonic distinction between idea and instance 
that would make a real socialism true or false in the first place, the social-
ist referent was only a ghost all along, and the events of 1989 merely déjà 
vu. Nothing is gained or lost when the Wall falls, because what began as a 
specter haunting Europe and which died countless times over its history, 
could hardly suffer anything different in 1989 as the much attenuated ghost 
of a ghost of a ghost. Those who are more skeptical about the existence of 
ghosts, however, might see a qualitative difference in the fate inflicted in 
1989. Whether socialism is a ghost or not, the haunting of capitalism ceases; 
its marginal but persistent “what ifs?” become dull and fade away. Capital-
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ism, in principle as susceptible as socialism to the question of whether it 
is “the thing itself or its simulacrum,” seems to be free of demon doubles. 
Never a ghost for itself, never suspected of being only a simulacrum of 
capitalism, really existing capitalism is now no longer haunted by a rival 
either. Spectral nonidentity turns out to have been a terminal problem only 
for real socialism, which was always its own scariest ghost. While the stake 
through socialism’s undead heart sent it firmly to the grave, for capitalism 
it meant only that its gaze in the mirror revealed a fleshier and more robust 
self.
	 In the face of capitalism’s overwhelming presence, I want to turn to the 
public discourse around the events of 1989 as a way to understand how 
such presence, indeed omnipresence, indifferently preempts the possibility 
of other systems. Reviewing the enthusiasm of the liberal triumph, I mark 
socialism’s true site—here at its ending, but just as well at its beginning—as 
the point where systemic alterity vanishes; where bourgeois modernity sees 
itself as an immanent transcendence enveloping any rivalry. In real social-
ism’s demise and the popular declarations that it never really existed, we 
clearly hear the emphatic use of the existential terminology that grounds 
this study’s ontological thematics. Here, in an informal language of non
existence—socialism was at best a pipe dream, at worst a nightmare—we 
get our gut sense of why the question of real socialism is a properly on-
tological question, a question about the very possibility of being other in 
general. Even as I have been reviewing contrary emphases in the scholarly 
traditions of cultural studies and Western Marxism, I find in the more ca-
sual public discourse of blanket disqualification the roots of the existential 
analytic that I will undertake. For now, I highlight this existential vernacu-
lar only in the negative, as it closed out the last century’s great and horrible 
social projects in its daily papers, journals, and public speeches. It is the 
burden of this book—starting in the next chapter—to elaborate a positive 
ontological sense of socialism . . . by which I certainly do not mean a com-
fortable affirmation.
	 I also direct our attention here to the country that is our primary fo-
cus, Germany, and to the German Democratic Republic (GDR), a front-
line socialist state on the border with the West, commonly held to be the 
most socialist of the socialist states—whatever that might mean. The first 
article of the GDR constitution proclaimed it to be “a socialist state within 
a German nation.”48 Sharing the same nationhood with the Federal Re-
public (FRG), the GDR’s difference from the FRG could be construed in 
principle only as socialist, not national. Either the GDR is socialist, or “the 
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GDR never existed,” as the playwright Heiner Müller formulated the con-
tempt some of his fellow poets held for the reality of his state’s socialist 
promise.49 Elsewhere in Eastern Europe overlapping national and socialist 
boundaries blurred the difference between socialist identity and national 
tradition, making the specifically socialist difference of those countries 
harder to discern.50 With the relatively placid accession of East Germany 
into a unified Federal Republic in October 1990, the ultimate lack of such 
a specifically socialist difference seems to have been confirmed with as 
much experimental clarity as is possible with historical events: there was, 
it seems, no distinct socialist culture in the GDR—despite cultural distinc-
tions—because there was no real socialism. This negative outcome of one 
of the twentieth century’s most intense experiments in forging an alterna-
tive to bourgeois liberalism is abstracted from the moment of the Berlin 
Wall’s collapse and held to confirm not so much the superiority of the liberal 
path into modernity but its singularity: liberalism is modernity. Hardly an 
East German constituency, even among the former ruling elite that had so 
timorously ceded its power after years of reckless state coercion, showed 
itself interested in defending really existing socialism as an example of real 
socialism.51

	 Across the political spectrum there emerged in the 1990s a clear consen-
sus holding the real socialism of the GDR to have been deficient modernity 
or a simulacrum of an unrealizable Idea—in either case, not to have been 
real socialism at all. This conviction takes on two general forms: downgrad-
ing the experience of the GDR to either a merely provincial significance, 
by which I mean local and particular, or a merely parochial one, by which 
I mean improvised and substandard. The presumed provincialism of GDR 
culture rests on the claim that its residual value is limited to the particular-
ity of the experiences it represents. In a specifically literary context, Ursula 
Heukenkamp argues for seeing it harmlessly as a “variant of regionalism 
in German post-war literature.” She holds that “the political connotations 
vaguely binding the concept GDR literature with the legitimacy of the 
GDR, its culture, its existence as a subject of international law, etc., must 
be dissolved.” In their place there should be “a regional tailoring of the 
concept of GDR literature.”52 Even Christa Wolf, herself a cosmopolitan 
ambassador of GDR culture, suggests that an unthreatening provincialism 
is all that she cares to defend of it, in which it is reduced to playing an es-
sentially therapeutic role for those unhappy souls who lived on its former 
territory. “What will become of East Germany’s forty years of history[?]” 
she asks in a 1990 speech. “[W]ho will continue to express openly the grief, 
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shame and remorse which I read in many people’s letters and see in their 
eyes . . . ?”53 Elsewhere she sees her defense of GDR culture against its crit-
ics as “the struggle for dignity in a lost cause,” here presumably the dignity 
of those who had tried and failed to make something of lasting significance 
out of the GDR—with the cause gone, the personal dignity is all that is 
left.54 Karl Heinz Bohrer, one of GDR literature’s least sympathetic critics, 
showed himself scandalized more by the meekness of its provincial self-de-
fense than by its aesthetic failings. His mordant commentary offers the last 
word on real socialist provincialism as he imagines the absurd spectacle of a 
“Cultural Protectorate, GDR” (Kulturschutzgebiet DDR).55

	 The presumption that GDR culture is parochial in nature, the very “met-
aphor of walled-in and limited life,”56 holds that it has lasting merit only to 
the extent that its isolated conventions tended to converge with those of the 
West. Otherwise, it represents merely accommodation to the unjustifiable 
demands of an authoritarian state: “GDR literature is nothing, everything 
worth anything in literature written in the GDR is not GDR literature, but 
German, European or world literature.”57 In 1989 Horst Domdey argued 
that the East German writing that flew in the face of damning empirical ev-
idence in order to represent the GDR as an epoch subsequent and superior 
to capitalism was a literature of “epochal illusion.”58 Stubbornly imagining 
that it was operating in a qualitatively different society, this literature only 
failed to grasp the reality of the society’s epochal sameness. To paraphrase 
Benedict Anderson, GDR literature represented an imagined community 
that turns out to have been merely an epochal illusion—an imagined com-
munity that had no business imagining itself as such.59 But once the epochal 
illusion is exploded, the supposed epochal continuity of the GDR with the 
West becomes a default position that itself goes too far for Habermas, who 
sees such equivalency as “dangerously false,” since it grants too much epochal 
legitimacy to the GDR. Thus, in a 1991 letter to Christa Wolf, Habermas 
insists that bourgeois liberalism is (and was in 1945) the only progressive 
social form available to post-Fascist Germany. Against those who would 
take 1989 as an occasion for reassessing the cultural epoch of two Germa-
nys, he argues that there was no symmetry between the FRG’s affiliation 
with the “universalistic, enlightening and subversive features” of the West 
and the GDR’s with the “inhuman praxis” of the East. Real socialism had 
no rational social mission; it was not a historically equivalent “alternative,” 
but rationally delusive.60

	 When the Wall fell, this GDR parochialism was supposedly swept away 
at last by a Western “system of accountability.” In terms reminiscent of 
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Marx’s description of Napoleon heroically tearing away the antiquated 
remnants of feudalism, legal anthropologist John Borneman writes that the 
restructuring of socialist legality “is part of a larger transcontinental process 
of transformation that is redefining the nature of all political communities, 
creating rules for accountability and membership as well as new categories 
of victims and criminals.”61 This transformation depends on relinquishing 
the “socialist state” enshrined in Article 1 of the GDR constitution in fa-
vor of the notion of individual “dignity” enshrined in Article 1 of the FRG 
constitution—“the dignity of man shall be inviolable.” Indeed, the role of a 
unified Germany becomes nothing less than “to implement a moral world” 
in an old GDR where there used to be only a narrow society of niches 
(Nischengesellschaft).62 Borneman sees “an implicit trust in the Rechtsstaat 
as providing the framework in which to experience [one’s] freedoms.”63 
In keeping with this stipulation of a unique liberal framework for expe-
riencing freedom, the influential literary critic Frank Schirrmacher argued 
in his 1990 article launching the famous “literary debate” (Literaturstreit) 
downgrading the reputation of Christa Wolf and GDR literature generally, 
that “Wolf, it seems, has only been able to reflect on GDR society, on the 
system, its incapacity for freedom and right, in the sentimental categories 
of a private crisis in a relationship.”64 In other words, her novels provided 
no narrative categories through which her GDR readers might have expe-
rienced, even if only in their imaginations, freedom. Schirrmacher’s terms 
for what the GDR lacked, freedom (Freiheit) and right (Recht), are, how-
ever, the slogans of a procedural liberalism that did not inspire the GDR le-
gal order, such as it was. Instead, the GDR order appealed, through Marx, 
to the communitarianism of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, where “the good,” 
defined with reference to the totality of social relations (der sittliche Staat), 
supplies normative criteria over “the right” (das abstrakte Recht).65 In this 
sense, Schirrmacher’s diagnosis of Wolf, rather than characterizing the ethi-
cal experiences she might be drawing on, simply marks her, with reference 
to the liberal tradition, as ethically deficient.
	 While a literary critic like Schirrmacher is under no constraint not to ret-
roactively revise his standards, he shares with the post-Wall judicial system 
a common ontological prejudice regarding the order that in fact (and for 
better or worse) existed in the GDR. “No country has insisted so much on 
using criminal law to cope with its communist past as Germany,” noted the 
best-selling author and jurist Bernhard Schlink in 1994.66 Contrary to Bor-
neman, Schlink believes that Germany’s “enthusiasm for penal law” short-
circuits the very rule of law it claims to uphold. “The concept of law that 
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uses criminal jurisdiction to paper over the prohibition against retroactive 
application of the law is incompatible with the rule of law [Rechtsstaat]. To 
apply what ought to be recognized and practiced as law instead of what 
is [in fact] recognized and practiced deprives the concept of law of an es-
sential dimension: reality.”67 With little or no desire to imagine what the 
integrity and consistency underlying the GDR order had been, the broad 
post-Wall reaction to the order’s failure can make no sense of the real so-
cialist experience. Nor, for that matter, can it grasp, as did the best GDR 
writers, the order’s consummate nonsense—contenting itself instead with 
attitudes of righteousness, nostalgia, or pity.
	 While there is no monolithic liberal position represented by German 
commentators in the aftermath of the Cold War, there is a near negative 
unity to the shades of difference: socialism’s claim to have represented an 
alternative to capitalism is deception at best, if not something more sinister. 
GDR socialism turns out to have been an unworkable construction whose 
most concrete historical realization was a type of Marxist fundamentalist 
state nominally functioning under utopian principles: “a country with a rot-
ten economy, with a decrepit public vernacular, with cities whose historic 
districts resemble American slums, and with a falsity in public pronounce-
ments that has long crossed over into ridiculousness,” as the author Monica 
Maron put it in her popular Du magazine column in 1989.68 The phrase “re-
ally existing socialism” is either a contradiction in terms or implies a system 
that, qualified by the demands of its real existence, is not really socialism. 
Hence, the presumed thinness of the socialist label’s reference: if the “social 
totality” of the GDR was given by a narrowly self-perpetuating totalitarian 
rule, then one searched in vain for the wealth of systemic correlates that a 
real socialism could be expected to generate. Beyond the hieratic Marxist 
ideology there was no technical, moral, aesthetic language for socialism; 
rather, GDR citizens had only the “anachronism of their own existence.”69

	 In his renowned “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” Benjamin com-
mented that “only a redeemed mankind receives the fullness of its past—
which is to say, only for a redeemed mankind has the past become citable 
in all its moments.”70 Although Benjamin’s thesis more readily suggests that 
modesty is called for in judging the socialist era than that the turning point 
of 1989 was a redemption of socialism’s guilty past, the latter reading accu-
rately indicates the millennial, “end of history” presumptions common to 
most commentators of the collapse. Liberalism’s victory over socialism has 
given it the right to cite socialism’s moments as finished episodes and read 
its literature as the dead letters of false prophets. When the border between 
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East and West disappeared as a material institutional phenomenon (when 
it disappeared ontically, so to speak), it disappeared also as a meaningful 
alternative (that is, it disappeared ontologically). Empirical evidence of col-
lapse became in this moment something else—the revelation of the truth 
of liberal categories beyond any partisan commitment or engagement. “If 
we’d read it a year ago in some Western tabloid,” admitted the novelist 
Peter Schneider in Die Zeit in 1990 of the mass of discrediting revelations 
about socialism, “we’d have dismissed it as witch-hunting.”71 But after the 
Wall, the news simply expressed the gospel of liberalism’s redemption. Its 
triumph finally resolved the historical anxiety over whether socialism might 
not have somehow supplied alternate normative criteria for the ideal soci-
ety. “Mightn’t one get the suspicion these days that history itself had de-
cided the contest between socialism and capitalism and declared the latter 
the victor? And that this victor now speaks to us from up on Mount Sinai: 
you shall have no other economic system before me!?”72

	 This apotheosis of capitalism, however, finally marks the limit that I 
want to concentrate on—namely, the limit or boundary that all systems 
have by virtue of their very coherency. “Systems have boundaries,” notes 
the systems theorist Niklas Luhmann. “This is what distinguishes the con-
cept of system from that of structure.”73 In this sense, the revealed liberal-
ism of the post–Cold War does not see itself as a distinct system, but as 
a timeless structure, a template for the single global logic at the end of 
history, whereas socialism, even in its most universal evangelical, most Pau-
line aspects, conceives itself as a specific system involved in producing its 
closure. A system can never constitute itself solipsistically, observing only 
the existential fact of its boundary, because it cannot finally decide whether 
the boundary belongs inside the system or outside. Real socialism, haunted 
by its violent, unpredictable emergence after World War I, remained preoc-
cupied throughout its history with its unresolved process of demarcation. 
One of its most distinguishing characteristics was, in fact, just this anxious 
production of self-distinction from its world-historical rival.74 Even the su-
premely confident Lenin, for example, uneasily apologized for an apparent 
similarity stubbornly persisting in the socialist difference: “[U]nder com-
munism there remains for a time not only bourgeois right, but even the 
bourgeois state, without the bourgeoisie! [. . .] In fact, remnants of the 
old, surviving in the new, confront us in life at every step, both in nature 
and in society.”75 Meanwhile, capitalism is not concerned with making itself 
distinct from socialism, but with denying its supposed rival any “difference 
that makes a difference.”76 From the liberal point of view, real socialism 
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was a failed attempt at modernity with no ontological weight or philo-
sophical significance beyond that of negative experimental results: it was 
a classic Platonic simulacrum. If, however, it is reasonable to suppose that 
all systems have boundaries, then at the very point where liberal capitalism 
has lost its sovereign and self-proclaimed antagonist, there the empirical 
question of its proper boundary opens up again, as does also the more im-
passioned question whether, from some other side of it, liberal capitalism 
might itself appear to be a simulacrum of a true order—an order even bet-
ter than it; maybe, even, the best order of all.



chapter two

Other Systems: Mud, Mana, Money

introduction to a method

	 While the downward revision in socialism’s meaning—its depotential-
ization as a “practical utopia,” in Karl Mannheim’s phrase2—has been the 
rule since the end of the Cold War, I argue to the contrary that socialism 
remains to be understood on its own ontological terms. These terms, how-
ever, are not readily available on the face of things as a standard for assessing 
socialism’s potential. Although part of the problem I have been diagnosing 
with the post–Cold War consensus on socialism is its misrecognition of the 
object whose death it anatomizes as either deficient modernity or a simula-
crum of an unrealizable Idea, it would be inappropriate to turn around and 
insist on the basis of an impervious Marxist orthodoxy that this moribund 
object, real socialism, has an immortal kernel that transcends the historical 
moment of the Eastern European collapse. To do so would be to confirm 
the very suspicion that Badiou is at pains to deny in my epigraph—namely, 
that the past socialist century was an ideological one in which great signifi-
cance was claimed for things having little meaning beyond those arbitrary 
claims themselves, rather than a century that, as Badiou holds, was preoc-
cupied by the full potential of its actual present.3

	 Even as we resolve to begin with the really existing things of socialism 
themselves, we do so without their measure or quality, considering them 
not as neat “reflections” of a socialist context, but as brute pieces left over 

So the century, between 1917 and the end of the 
seventies, is in no way—as today’s liberals claim—the 
century of ideology, of the imaginary or of utopia. 
Its subjective determination is a Leninist one. It 
is the passion for the real, for what is immediately 
practicable, here and now.

—Alain Badiou1
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from an era when socialism was still enacted as a will, desire, and determi-
nation. “I was and am,” Heiner Müller noted frankly in a 1993 interview, 
“a piece of GDR-history.”4 Such lives and their works (that is, their wills, 
desires, and determinations) are the authentic Mars rocks, the fragments 
of the Red Planet directing us toward a rigorous conception of the whole. 
To analyze these Mars rocks without presuming familiarity with Martian 
geology (areology)—to let them emerge as their own best measure—I start 
with a premise strong enough to support a vision of an alternate whole and 
agnostic enough to avoid prejudicing our grasp of it. The premise of my 
analysis is broadly and simply that other systems exist. This premise provi-
sionally suspends a commitment to pointing to what its ultimate reference 
is—some this! (tode ti or hoc aliquid) in the Aristotelian tradition. While 
the question of what socialism is cannot be settled except with reference 
to the distinct system of relations composing a socialist whole in time, we 
need to allow ourselves room to understand how cultural works come to 
refer to such a systemic whole, which, after all, seems to be out of the range 
of anyone’s immediate perception. Without ignoring the question of the 
whole, then, I want to emphasize our concern with the idea of reference to 
it. The question Did socialism really exist in the Eastern bloc countries? is 
inseparable from the question What sensible thing or event do we refer to 
when we call it socialist?
	 Since “existence” and “reference” lie at the heart of our project to grasp 
socialism in its historical specificity and ontological generality, this chapter’s 
agenda is, accordingly, to trace a workable understanding of how really exist-
ing socialism is referred to. It is, to be sure, a large agenda that takes us on 
some remarkable twists and turns in our efforts to bring some order to it. 
A wide range of elements come together—for real socialism covers a wide 
range of phenomena—so the reader is encouraged to bear with the chapter’s 
abstraction. Its crucial points are elaborated and emphasized in the next 
chapter, where I relate them more specifically to the literature of real social-
ism and the case of Franz Fühmann. In the larger, second part of the book, 
I then reverse the order of motivation—instead of overall theoretical coher-
ence driving the presentation, the presentation is driven by the patchwork 
of details, sometimes baroque, sometimes banal, that emerge cumulatively 
to give, I hope, a better understanding of what real socialism is.
	 So we do not get lost along the way, I start with a survey of the chapter.
	 (1) Our agenda opens at a locus classicus of ontological thought, an ex-
change from Plato’s dialogue Parmenides in which Socrates and Parmenides 
discuss whether all actually existing things can be said to partake in a more 
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fundamental kind of being, or whether there are a bunch of phenomena 
that are too unimportant to participate in a grander scheme and so are left 
out of order altogether. I compare this classical exchange about “mud, dirt, 
and hair” with later discussions about the status of the divine emanation 
called mana, something that seems their opposite in all existential respects. 
By juxtaposing mud and mana, I establish a way of taking up a classical 
regression paradox known as the “Third Man Argument”: how do actual 
things participate in a general essence, and conversely, how does a general 
essence find its instantiations in the actual world? What mediates between 
the one and the many? On what grounds can we compare a real man with 
the idea of Man—on the basis of some third kind of Man-ness (perhaps the 
New Man)? This search for a ground to commensurability is so urgent for 
us because our goal here is to understand limited, abject, even objection-
able, real socialism in the aspect of its most general significance—socialism 
as neither a flawed individual thing nor a flawless Idea beyond all time and 
place. If socialism is a general, even universal entity, it is nonetheless so in a 
historical and functional sense.
	 (2) My approach to the perplexity of regressing comparative thirds relies 
on an idea of systems to bring some sense to it, and I give here an initial 
conceptualization of what I mean by systems ontology, introducing such 
key terms as medium, element, relation, and equilibrium. This conception 
of systems takes us from a classical focus on existence to a modern focus 
on reference, as I consider how a medium gives us its elements and rela-
tions. Medium makes its appearance, then, not as a third thing like the Pla-
tonic idea, but as the mode in which a system is given. The more we explore 
the identity of medium and system, however, the more we understand the 
multiple aspects of such an identity as both an emergent (but incomplete) 
whole and a self-divided part. To make this multiplicity clear I emphasize 
not only the symbolic properties of system mediation, in which a world is 
given through continuous interpretation, but also the referential properties. 
In this latter sense, a system not only mediates its own immanent identity 
but also prepares encounters with incommensurable and unrelated things, 
laying the ground for the cycle of action and reaction that gives it its distinct 
and contestable quality as a living world. Here my concern is less relational-
ity, understood as the internal production of a third term between two ele-
ments, than it is indexicality, understood as a direct encounter between two 
unrelated things. The term indexicality, given its philosophical underpinning 
by C. S. Peirce, helps formalize our inquiry into how media refer.
	 (3) At this point, however, after I’ve set out a basic systems apparatus for 
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discussing existence and reference, I clarify our project by distinction from 
what I called in the Introduction “the return of the political,” an influential 
revival of ontological discussion around an assertion of primacy for the 
category of “the political.” My goal here is twofold. First, it is to underscore 
my concern with reference, encounters, pragmatics—in short, with a spe-
cial kind of empirical orientation. It is my contention that political ontol-
ogy overestimates the role of subjectivity, whereas what I emphasize is the 
continuous creation of subject-object encounters: that political actors are 
called upon to react appropriately, objectively, to the situations they help 
foster (or even just find themselves in). Second, I aim to introduce a crucial 
distinction in the idea of medium, a distinction related to the subject-object 
divide I just mentioned. I contend that political ontology sees its world on 
the model of figurative language, which is a medium—and, if you will, a 
system—with minimal structure and constraint. Figurative language is a 
generous and creative model for the world, especially in language’s wide 
poetic and rhetorical capacity to name things as it sees fit. My view is per-
haps not so generous, emphasizing media that function less as tools of cre-
ative subjectivity, but are more equally divided in their capacity as expres-
sive and impressionable. Media are not only symbolic, in the sense of signs 
circulated by and for interpreters, but are also indexical, in the sense of 
unambiguously conveying the world’s hard boundaries to its inhabitants, 
boundaries that form around the real things that one might encounter. An 
example that I explore in detail, since it introduces us more specifically into 
our discussion of real socialism, is money.
	 (4) Money is a medium whose workings are considerably more restric-
tive than those of symbolic language. It circulates, evaluates, and provides 
users with a sense of identity, but no one would confuse its unforgiving 
idiom with that of expressive discourse. It is more rigid, more constrain-
ing, and, for most people, far less plentiful. Money exchanges are not in 
principle reciprocal, but involve one participant giving it away and another 
accepting it—in this sense money is a particularly disciplining medium. In 
this chapter section, I take us through several versions of “the economic” 
that are mediated by money, especially the first mathematized version, 
known as marginal utility, or General Equilibrium theory. I pursue the dis-
cussion of money as an economic medium in some detail because it both 
introduces us to the crucial role of economics in socialism and returns us, 
by way of a close inspection of medium and reference, to our ontological 
questions and in particular to the question of whether socialism exists as 
economy or something else. For it seems that, in the various influential ac-
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counts of what makes economy possible, we are faced with an ontological 
relativity that does not allow for very satisfactory judgment on what econ-
omy consists of. In a nutshell, the problem is that socialism has no obvious 
medium like money and private property in the capitalist system—so how, 
and to what, do we point to ascertain its reality?
	 (5) The issue of a specifically socialist economy leads us to the chapter’s 
final segment, where I again rely on elements of the analytical tradition, 
from Peirce and Neurath to Quine and Putnam, to discuss the way system 
reference addresses the difficulty of “ontological relativity.” This tradition 
queries what real things our various media commit us to behaving toward 
as though they exist; asking what really exists by way of how existence is 
practically and meaningfully referred to. The issues are seen here to involve 
pointing—the indexical gesture—but not just pointing in the punctual 
sense of my own limited “here and now,” but rather how pointing impli-
cates us in the greater world we are pointing at as a world that points back 
to us with its laws, loves, and leaders, with bread loaves and lime pits, natu-
ral landscapes and mechanical legacies. With the juxtaposition and relation 
of discrepant things outside of us (as discrepant as mud and mana), there 
also comes a range of mindsets within each of us, from that of automatic 
reflex to that of wild initiative, from utter contempt to joyous commit-
ment. This range, a recurrent topic of our later literary analyses, appears 
here with an invocation of a few modest signs of socialist life.

1.	 mud and mana: ontology as the  
ground of reference

	 If we want to talk about socialism in this day and age, we are immedi-
ately confronted by the problem that there is little agreement about what 
it is we are talking about. Because the determination of socialists—and I 
mean “determination” in the sense of both a determined will and a deter-
minate specification—has no social organization governing it, socialism, if 
it means anything at all, does so only in an extremely abstract sense. Already 
that abstraction, that privation, contradicts what we would expect socialism 
to mean—namely, something we perceive in everyday life as a vindicating 
force against the alienation, exploitation, and inequality of capitalism. But 
exactly such a clear everyday meaning for socialism is lacking; or, to put it 
in our philosophical idiom, there is precious little ontological commitment 
to the reference of the term socialism.
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	 What do I mean by “ontological commitment,” a phrase borrowed from 
the analytical philosopher W. v. O. Quine?5 The force of shared discursive 
assumptions in everyday life stems not only from the wide currency of their 
terms but also from the practical self-evidence of the objects and actions 
to which they refer in our mutual world, what we might call their apodixis 
or evidentia, their showing forth in common sense. Whether we are talk-
ing about something so abstract as the cube root of 2 or so concrete as a 
vampire, we have a reasonable sense of the use of the words in our transac-
tions, analyses, narratives, or conversations. Confronted with a vampire we 
might disbelieve, willingly suspend disbelief, or, simply astonished, pound 
a stake through its heart. Whatever the case, we are fairly confident in our 
manipulations of the monster, and for that reason the word and beast 
maintain their prevalence among us. We have a sense, that is, of the onto-
logical commitments of our vampire stories, knowing from their practical 
context more or less when they are gothic tales or jokes or piercing meta-
phors for everyday consumer society, and we behave accordingly. Quine’s 
argument is that a given unified expression—the winged horse Pegasus in 
his example—need not have a direct objective reference to be meaningful. 
Rather, the question of reference can be deferred until we have adequately 
paraphrased the expression in its context as an “incomplete symbol,” thus 
giving it “its full quota of meaning.”6 Satisfying the question of reference is 
then a matter of provisionally entertaining provisional symbols in context 
to see which have objective correlates and which do not. Speaking of vam-
pires, then, does not ontologically commit us to the real existence of the 
blood-sucking undead—rather, we commit to their objective reference only 
once we have satisfied ourselves that the incomplete vampire symbol can 
be contextualized (or paraphrased) to mean, for example, a bloodthirsty 
exploiter of human desire, which we are all too likely to find in the real 
world.
	 Adding Wittgenstein’s voice to Quine’s, we might say that being on-
tologically committed is confidently playing a “language game,” which 
Wittgenstein defines as “the whole, consisting of language and the actions 
into which it is woven.”7 We do not have that confidence when it comes to 
the stories of real socialism. In spite of the ban Marx cast on the “specter” 
of communism, the ghosts of historical socialism remain more troubling 
than the vampires of Transylvania. Was socialism sheer fantasy, was it an 
experience of deep solidarity, or was it merely the senseless endurance of 
consumer deprivation and Stasi surveillance? To answer these questions the 
first thing we need to do is to translate the ontologically contested concept 
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socialism into an open-ended description; or more exactly, to take socialist 
literature as such a description, and analyze the distinct, if unsettled, life 
form in which that ongoing description tested itself. As Wittgenstein put it, 
“[To] imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.”8

	 But I am getting ahead of myself. I want to take a little more time to 
clarify why Quine’s expansion of the relevant unit of reference from a word, 
like socialism, to a larger analytical unit, like East German literature, is so 
important for our ontological discussion about what we are talking about 
when we talk about socialism, and to do that I need to go back to a very old 
question in ontology. What I want to argue, by way of a Platonic discus-
sion about hair, mud, and dirt, is that trivial things do indeed have their 
“form” or “idea,” that the mundane world of queuing and spying does have 
its order and system—in fact, these abject things are what will save us from 
the regress of abstraction in the same measure that the regress of abstrac-
tion saves us from their abjection. Nothing, not even dirt, tends to be left 
out of the grand idea, but this overarching drive to inclusion is checked 
against the last, stubborn trivialities it meets. The all encompassing idea 
I am speaking of reveals itself as not a timeless, static concept, but a prag-
matic system: a system gives us our mud as surely as it gives us our states-
people. But let us step back to the fundamentals.
	 “Are you also puzzled, Socrates,” asks his archrival Parmenides, “about 
cases that might be thought absurd, such as hair or mud or dirt or any other 
trivial and undignified objects? Are you doubtful whether or not to assert 
that each of these has a separate form [eidos] distinct from things like those 
we handle?” This is a momentous question, because if Socrates accepts that 
such undignified objects have forms, he risks making the form world sim-
ply a double of the temporal world, too rich in entities, and so of no help 
in discriminating, categorizing, and ranking according to importance or 
universality. Too rich, but also too poor, since as a double, the form world 
shares all of the confusion, but none of the actuality, of the temporal world. 
With this in mind, Socrates denies undignified objects a form. “In these 
cases, the things are just the things we see; it would surely be too absurd 
to suppose that they have a form.”9 Here, the proverbial idealist Socrates 
retreats into a simple positivism: hair, dirt, and mud belong to a nomi-
nalist world, where things have no concepts, but are there as positively 
and accidentally as the singular names we give them. There are no general 
categories of properties, no predicates to which mud can be subordinated; 
rather, mud is there, right where I in each instance point, coextensive with 
my gesture.
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	 The problem with such tactical positivism is clear—it preserves the 
august order of Platonic forms by ignoring great swaths of the empiri-
cal world, leaving our sensual experience to languish in anarchy and ab-
jection—in a sense, denying us, at least us unwashed, access to ideational 
heaven (the cosmic Politburo). Of course, in the bigger picture Socrates 
is emphatically not a nominalist, but here, where Parmenides forces him 
into a corner, he recognizes nominalism’s challenge to the universal scope 
of conceptual thought. To get a better sense of this challenge, we might 
consider a modern rejoinder to nominalism’s perceived over-reaching: 
Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, a work dedicated to 
criticizing the way nominalism fosters an indifferently atomized world of 
punctual identities.
	 Horkheimer and Adorno regard the encroachment of trivial stuff that, 
like God and Popeye, is what it is—that is, self-contained and self-identical, 
without form or development—as an assault on the open potential of being 
human. They witness this assault in the decline of once-sovereign mana, 
an originally Oceanic concept designating the primitive force or substance 
of all wonder. They argue that when mana was named in the course of 
humanity’s emergence from myth into enlightenment, it lost its unspecifi-
able power as divine emanation and became subjected to the tautological 
nominalism of the self-identical concept. “As a nominalist movement, the 
Enlightenment calls a halt before the nomen, the exclusive, precise concept, 
the proper name,” they contend. “Unidentified, volatile mana was rendered 
consistent by men and forcibly materialized.”10 For the sake of functional-
ism’s vulgar reification of the “things we handle,” sacred mana is reduced to 
the individual positivity of mud.
	 If in the Parmenides we saw the idealist Socrates resorting to material-
ism, here in the Dialectic of Enlightenment we see the materialists Hork-
heimer and Adorno resorting to idealism. We might be tempted to accept 
their respective ambivalences, and let mana and mud each be what they 
were meant to be: let mud besmirch our shoes and mana lift our souls in 
wonder. The trouble with such dualism, however, is that the world loses all 
ground for rational mediation. We have the pure immanence of mud and 
the pure transcendence of mana and never the ontological twain shall meet; 
without any encounter, then, how do we decide when one thing belongs 
on one side and another on the other? As I indicated above, the problem 
of understanding how a general category can come to mediate the many 
particular elements of the world is known as the Third Man Argument. In 
a nutshell, the argument, first made in Plato’s Parmenides but elaborated 
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by Aristotle in the Metaphysics, says that every general measure—assuming 
that the measure resembles itself (that is, that a standard of a yard is itself 
a yard, or a paragon of mankind is himself a man)—must be measured 
against some standard in turn. Each thing, even the most abstract, must 
meet its measure. The implication, then, is that the measure of the measure, 
the form of the form, is always pushed out to a more general standard ca-
pable of subsuming both the particular being measured and the measuring 
rod taking its measure. This ever receding and repeating measure of the 
measure is the guarantee that things are what they are, and yet this guaran-
tee—an unchanging Platonic eidos at the end—seems unattainable.
	 With the regressive structure of the Third Man Argument in the back 
of our minds, let us return to mud and mana. Our challenge is to find a 
standard for measuring a shared world while letting this standard be mortal 
and everyday enough that it may also participate in the changeable nature 
of really existing things. Plato’s forms seem to imply a second, ideal world, 
apart from the world of change, that we can reach only through arduous 
philosophical abstraction. Meanwhile, the world of everyday things, the 
very things we would like to assemble into a commensurable whole, re-
cedes ever further from our increasingly abstract measure. Horkheimer’s 
and Adorno’s Critical Theory worries less about the regress of forms per 
se, than that any formal stabilization at all—especially as devised in modern 
set theory and logical positivism—saves us from regress only by denying us 
our potential for change. For Critical Theory, standardization means the 
standardization wrought by commodity production, which locks every-
thing into its proper slot, achieving a meaningless universality on the terms 
of deathless Capital. What Horkheimer and Adorno aspire to with their 
invocation of mana’s wonder is a world in which a moving target, an un-
fixable other, liberates, rather than regulates, our banal things from abject 
facticity.
	 Socrates and Critical Theory share a common dread of the self-identical 
particular, the dumb mud that resists both the enduring elevation of forms 
and the resourceful flexibility of mana. Where they differ is in Critical 
Theory’s desire for a changeable ontology, resistant to the remoteness built 
into the regress of Platonic forms. My reason for devising this particular 
contrast between Platonic formal ontology and Critical Theory’s antiposi-
tivism is that the elusive concept of mana, with its simultaneous echoes of 
Platonic eidos, vitalistic élan, and political sovereignty, is such an effective 
touchstone for demonstrating a shared ontological disdain for particular 
individual things while distinguishing between strategies for escaping their 
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supposedly suffocating positivity—strategies pointing us away from what 
matters most in our analysis: really existing socialism. Mana, moreover, is a 
term that conveniently, if accidentally, forms a link between thinkers such as 
Adorno, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and Derrida, all of whom figure prominently 
in the twentieth century’s “reversal of Platonism,” a reversal whose roots 
in Nietzsche pit the defuse power of life against the baleful constraints of 
formal order.11

	 Citing Lévi-Strauss’s research on mana, Derrida argues that the en-
tire course of metaphysics since Plato is disrupted at the moment when 
“the structurality of structure had to begin to be thought, that is to say, 
repeated.”12 This thought of the iterative, infinitely substituting “structural-
ity of structure”—modern reflexivity par excellence—in fact canonizes the 
circular regress of the Third Man Argument not as a devastating critique 
of ontology but as ontology’s very presupposition. Ontology “henceforth” 
is less the search for the final grounds of cosmic order, and more the trac-
ing out of how philosophy—and ethnography, sociology, and psychol-
ogy—are each themselves mythopoetical discourses creating their own 
“reference myths.” Ontology becomes the discourse of the dissemination 
of discourse without end. What would be in that end place, that distant 
horizon of orientation, is something like mana; but unlike Plato’s crystal-
line eidos, mana, as Horkheimer and Adorno indicate, has no fixity, no fi-
nal status, no ultimate being. Lévi-Strauss simply notes that “the notion of 
mana does not belong to the order of the real, but to the order of thinking, 
which, even when it thinks itself, only ever thinks an object.”13 In other 
words, ontological thought recognizes itself in mana when it grasps mana 
as no separate entity, but as a thought whose universality consists in its 
very absence or emptiness, like the empty slot in a sliding tile puzzle that 
allows all the other pieces to move. Mana is an empty signifier available 
for various objects to occupy its pivotal spot. “I see in mana,” Lévi-Strauss 
continues, “the conscious expression of a semantic function, whose role is to 
permit symbolic thought to operate despite the contradiction inherent in 
it . . . [f]orce and action, quality and state, substantive, adjective and verb 
at once; abstract and concrete; omnipresent and localized. And, indeed, 
mana is all those things together; but is that not precisely because it is none 
of those things, but a simple form, or to be more accurate, a symbol in its 
pure state, therefore liable to take on any symbolic content whatever?”14

	 The idea that the ontological regulator is not something frightfully re-
mote, but nothing, only a blank spot, the empty symbol, the measure with-
out any measure, is the idea Derrida canonizes as guiding metaphysics after 
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Plato. Rather than letting myself be derailed by an extensive engagement 
with this postmetaphysical tradition, let me juxtapose an unglamorous al-
ternative, associated with an Aristotelian tradition extending to pragmatist 
thinkers such as Peirce and Quine—namely, that the ontological regulator 
is something, not nothing. Lest this something seem too much like a return 
to old-fashioned ontological substance (ousia), let me characterize—in the 
spirit of Lévis-Strauss’s and Derrida’s emphasis on mana as a sign—this 
something also as a sign, albeit a kind of nonsymbolic sign. It is, in our 
account, an “index,” which, unlike the disseminating symbol, confronts us 
immediately, suddenly as a brute fact.
	 To clarify the indexical function I intend, I return to Quine, who gives 
us a workable way to address the paradox of ontological regression first 
named by the Third Man Argument. Modern-day mana resolves the prob-
lem of iteration and repetition by embracing it: the ontological structure 
of the world is simply incomplete—it is a symbolic circulation, a dissemi-
nation without direction or truth. Quine’s solution, however, allows for 
incompleteness while preserving some idea of direction, of a status nascendi, 
or becoming, that as incomplete as it is, for that very reason allows the 
referential truth of a whole. In short, where mana resolves the problem of 
regress by emphasizing how the world circulates essentially as figurative 
language, Quine resolves the problem by pointing at the world as it ap-
pears in some one iteration, vast as it is, or another.
	 Earthly mud, with its tendency to get on our shoes, and heavenly mana, 
with its sovereign aura, are each things that might or might not be in our 
world. Despite this ontological ambiguity, we refer to them quite blithely 
in a single discourse. For a “linguistically turned,” discursive view of being, 
that way of discussing might be enough, the full story of our irreducible 
ontological relativity. For Quine, however, and for us, the complication 
arises when we want to compare several things from the empirical world 
of our perceptions to see if they really are mana or mud, and to distinguish 
one from the other.15 How, in the case of comparing two things whose ref-
erential qualities are unrelated and hard to assess, can we avoid ontological 
confusion and find a suitable medium for a comparison—for an encoun-
ter—even one that issues in a rejection of the reality of one or both of its 
two terms?16

	 The problem is that we do not want to be prematurely forced into a 
punctual literalism that identifies mana (or mud) as one thing and one 
thing only—or as nothing, in which case our use of the word has been oti-
ose. Rather, the challenge is to preserve the vast robustness of the discourse 
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on mana in its holistic possibilities of meaning; and to do so without hav-
ing to commit in advance to the existence of mana in a naively positivistic 
sense. Our test of mana and mud—say we want to see which is more vola-
tile in some context—makes use of what logicians call “bound variables” or 
“quantifiers.” These devices, by binding us to an appropriate context, allow 
us to mediate the differences between our terms.17 The discourse that gives 
us mana, whatever that might be, is considered a variable function over real 
quantities of stuff in a given context “out there.” If we can find some value 
out there that satisfies the referential function mana, then we can commit 
ourselves to the existence of one or another entity (that is, to something) 
described by our extended (but always unfinished) discourse on mana. We 
can then see how some mana stacks up against some mud.18 If it turns out 
that we find no relevant values to the discursive variable mana, we can still 
tell our stories about it, though without yet making an effective commit-
ment to its existence.19

	 The use of quantifiers enables us to refer effectively to our world and 
the relations between its contents, without forcing us exhaustively to de-
termine each element in itself as a complete identity. In other words, the 
infinite qualitative diversity and uniqueness of the world is brought into 
quantitative homogeneity by our medium of comparison, but only provi-
sionally, in the limited sense determined by that medium. Should we later 
refine our effective descriptions (refine the relevant values of our mana-
function), then we would find and compare other quantities of stuff. Quine 
puts the case for quantifiers this way: “[T]he seeming name, a descriptive 
phrase, is paraphrased in context as a so-called incomplete symbol. No uni-
fied expression is offered as an analysis of the descriptive phrase, but the 
statement as a whole which was the context of that phrase still gets its full 
quota of meaning—whether true or false.”20

	 Despite the Enlightenment positivism that Horkheimer and Adorno be-
lieve reifies modern humanity, Quine thinks that we can decline to close off 
our discourse about mana with a unified, exclusive, and precise concept. 
Rather, we can let our discourse extend into infinity, only asking that we 
have a relevant paraphrase for practical “materialization,” or, what amounts 
to the same thing, commensurable “quantification.” This quantification 
(mana identified as some thing) permits us to ask empirical questions about 
functional, experienceable systems. But because the quantifying paraphrase 
is provisional, our empirical conclusions are never one-way streets: either 
we have shown something about reality or we have shown something 
about the (in)adequacy of our paraphrase of the mana discourse. Our em-
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pirical assessment can neither prove something positively about mana nor 
falsify our claims (as per Karl Popper); rather, we must always discursively 
adjudicate an equilibrium between our ongoing discourse and our ongoing 
sensual tribunal.

2.	systems ontology: privative and partitive

	 If I risk being misunderstood in the previous section as suggesting a 
semantic solution to the ontological problem of our unlikely encounter be-
tween mud and mana, then let me forestall that confusion by emphasizing 
why I have been using the word medium rather than language in my version 
of Quine. As I briefly mentioned, whereas a medium—our story’s mana, 
if you will, the elusive quantity that gives us our system—does consist of 
signs, it consists of signs especially in their operational capacity as indexes, 
as forceful markers of limits, boundaries, separations, and that indexical 
power distinguishes our account from one like Derrida’s that emphasizes 
dissemination, circulation, and indeterminacy. Moreover, Quine’s affirma-
tion of universal and existential quantifiers bound to a given semantic con-
text interests us for its demonstration of how a medium picks out—and, for 
all intents and purposes, also creates—positive quantities of real entities that 
confront us in the world as things to which we must react. Only, and this is 
a crucial point, the entities so created exist not in this or that conversation 
or expression, but in the entirety of a given medium’s universe.
	 Unlike language in the sense of a figurative, expressive medium, then, 
the sense of medium I underscore is that which gives us an extended opera-
tive system. Medium is not (to begin with) some third thing distinct from 
system, but is the way a system comes into being as a unity of difference. 
To mention some relevant cases such as money, law, and police enforce-
ment—but also figurative language—these media both express socialism 
and make socialism what it is. They are distinct elements of socialism only 
to the extent that they themselves separate out socialism’s distinct some-
things—that is, to the extent that they give a functional unity to a func-
tional unity. Let us then, without further ado, fold the concept of medium 
I have been elaborating into a fuller account of a systems ontology. This 
latter account will give us the additional terms we need to make sure we 
are talking about socialism not in a semantic, but an ontological idiom. In 
other words, they will keep our discussion on track as concerning not what 
real socialism “said about itself,” but what real socialism really is.
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	 The idea of a system is in some respects similar to the “disrupted” idea of 
a structure, but a system also comprehends the temporal dynamic between 
structures of continuity and agents of change that structuralism neglected.21 
As I underscored at the end of the last chapter, a system, unlike a structure, 
always has a boundary—it is not an amorphous field of unconstrained anal-
ogies, but, existing in limited time and space, it has beginnings and endings. 
It is also, as our discussion of Quine hints, never in a completed state of self-
identity, but always lacks the final equilibrium that it is up to our continuing 
activity to foster. It is only through such participation that a system tends 
toward a stable balance between individual units and overall unity as they 
reproduce themselves and their interactions as an evolving identity through 
time. Because a system’s regulative terms are also its observational terms, a 
system determines what counts as information about itself. Knowing and 
being are thus reciprocal actions of systems creation, where being does not 
imply some way things exist “in themselves,” but how they exist to be iden-
tified and used by an actor/observer who is an element inside the system. 
Being is thus always mediated by meaning; in other words, a system only 
emerges where there is a medium in which it can observe, describe, under-
stand, and choose to reproduce itself as itself.22

	 Such recursive systems are familiar from biology not only in presenting 
basic life-forms but also in presenting whole evolutionary ecologies. Com-
puter science designates steered environments and artificial intelligence in 
similar terms, using the language of cybernetics to refer to constructive 
feedback loops. While such parallels are suggestive, and will be taken up 
at different points later in the book, here I want to keep our focus on the 
vocabulary of classical ontology, especially as it contends with two endur-
ing paradoxes of ontological thought: the singular versus the multiple, and 
change versus stasis. To that end, I want to develop some crucial character-
istics of systems with reference to Aristotle’s ontology of change, where he 
answers Parmenides’ arguments against Socrates. In particular, I am con-
cerned with the Aristotelian notions of “privation” (sterhsi~) and “some 
this” (tode ti). The first term marks for us holism, change, and incomple-
tion; the second term marks positivity, specificity, and multiplicity. While 
we cite the Aristotelian vocabulary, we do not use the terms in the original 
sense of Aristotelian ontology to complement each other around an idea of 
primordial substance, but to suggest the conflicting impulses that together 
make up the discontinuous, agonistic movement of systems.
	 Privation is, perhaps counterintuitively, our key holistic term, since it 
must be understood as a relation internal to the idea of what it is missing. 
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The grammatical privative, a particle like dis-, un-, in-, or a-, marks an in-
completion or inversion with respect to a positive whole.23 For example, 
“dis-equilibrium” or “un-precedented” would not make sense if it referred 
only to chaos or an indifferent event, to a thing that had no disposition to-
ward that which it is wanting. Aristotle introduces this idea of privation in 
order to maintain the possibility of emergence against the Parmenidean ob-
jection that what is not cannot come to be, since nothing comes from noth-
ing; ex nihilo nihil fit.24 Aristotle carefully defines privation as a lack that is 
not nonexistence; it is, rather, existence in the mode of want, shortage, or, 
to speak with Socrates, eros, desire. Privation (steresis) is thus distinguished 
from negation or denial (apophasis), defined as the opposite of assertion 
(kataphasis).25 In this sense, then, privation has an internal relation to the 
encompassing positive, rather than implying a complete exteriority over 
and against the positive in the manner of a remainderless negation.
	 Now, our key positive term is, perhaps just as counterintuitively, one 
of partiality and multiplicity. Aristotle designates the positive form of sub-
stance “this-ness,” arguing moreover that a positive presence cannot be 
formless and indiscrete, but must be “separate and some this” (to cwris-
ton kai to tode ti).26 This sharp positivity, a distinct spattering of mud to 
the diffuse mana of privation, represents the opposite ontological terminus 
from Plato’s ideal form. For Plato the most general entity, the form, is the 
final measure of the real, whereas in Aristotle, it is the particular species 
term that indicates a distinct (choriston) and forceful presence (tode ti). The 
very positivity of pointing to Aristotle’s ontological ground, however, en-
sures that “some this” also indicates that this something is not also something 
else. In other words, existence in the positive sense implies multiplicity and 
distinction, and—although this is not Aristotle’s drift—it also guarantees us 
an agonistic world.
	 For Aristotle, the two characteristics of being, its privative mode and 
its multiplicity, are what allow change to exist in his ontology without the 
contradiction that Parmenides, Zeno, and the other Eleatic philosophers 
claimed change entailed. Something new comes to be, not out of nothing, 
but out of the immanent privation of form, and it becomes what it is as 
something that is not something else—that is, as something discrete and 
formed that can be pointed to. Aristotle situates this emergence from pri-
vation squarely within the essence (to ti ên einai) of each separate “this.” 
Contrary to Aristotle, however, a system in my account is not given by the 
continuous emergence of an immanent potential into a fully fledged form. 
Rather, each lacking “this” is always subject to an encounter with a nonim-
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manent force, with “some (other) this” that comes from outside its context 
and stands in no previous relationship with it. These unmediated encounters 
(or, better, encounters between two media) confront the smooth progress 
of Aristotelian emergence with the unprecedented force of emergency; they 
confront system (context) with a strangely coalescing environment. I am not 
saying that a system has no behavioral disposition to actualize its immanent 
specificity. What I am arguing is that a system, as a multiple, also meets with 
a force or event that has no place in it—this force is not simply the empty 
slot of mana, but another positivity that has not been articulated with any of 
the system’s terms.27 This positive something—whether an expected some-
thing or an unexpected something else—can be compared to a grammatical 
partitive, as when I ask for some water and receive either a refreshing glass or 
an unimaginable crystal of ice-nine. In the latter case, the humble partitive 
“some” expresses a definite existential reference, but besides its sheer exis-
tence the definite reference is shorn of any definite predication—as though 
one of Quine’s bound variables (∀x or $x) were to leap up suddenly with an 
unheard-of existential truth bound as yet to no context we can specify.28

	 Let me now turn from this Aristotelian ontological terminology back 
to our discussion of system and medium. As I remarked above, a medium 
is not to begin with some third thing separate from system, but is simply 
the way a system presents itself. If we speak of a medium as tertium com-
parationis, as a comparative third term, it is nonetheless a third that comes 
between and relates any two elements, negotiating and simplifying their 
infinite complexity into the practical balance of unity. A medium in this 
sense is the internal relationality of the one system, allowing continuous 
comparison of relevant qualities of system elements in quantifiable terms 
(that is, finding the common denominator of apples and oranges). This 
relationality is nonetheless never complete in itself, because if it were, it 
would give us not a system but a structure—a full, unchangeable whole 
impossibly remote from the dynamic of everyday historical experience.
	 At the same time as a medium gives us an internal relationality, however, 
it also gives us a separate and specific relationality. This specificity—what we 
have been calling the indexicality of the medium—in turn has two aspects. 
Since this ambiguity will turn out to be the crux of my argument, I will 
spell it out clearly. On the one hand, the specifying capacity of the medium 
detaches or spaces some qualities as discrete and recognizable among all the 
other qualities toward which the system has no disposition. However im-
ponderable the respective green furies of apples and oranges might be, my 
taste buds can single out tartness as a distinct quality for comparing them. 
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A medium thus picks out a system’s qualitative variety as a dimension sub-
ject to its quantifiable continuity.29 Apples and oranges are equally at home 
in the tartness system. On the other hand, this qualitative specification of 
the system is not just an internal dimension to be reconciled with the quan-
titative mediation. It is also an externally directed quality of the system as 
a whole—a boundary separation that marks where the system ends and the 
environment begins without being able to quantify this boundary in a way 
that could bring it back into the process of mediation.
	 In this latter, disruptive sense, a medium is indeed a third thing. It is not 
the internal relationality of system, but a suddenly external boundary: a limit 
marking the site of an encounter with some other system. Because it is not 
related to the first system by any comparative third term, this other system 
appears under the guise of “two-ness” as an immediate and unprecedented 
other. As a boundary, the medium is no longer the infinitely displaceable 
symbolic currency of system integration, but the sign of system multiplicity, 
of a system having to assert itself against alternatives it cannot fathom on its 
own terms. In our systems ontology, then, the reassuring tode ti of Aristo-
telian ontology at some point becomes precipitously uncertain. Does our 
gesturing to “this something!” firmly root our perceptions of an emergent 
system in its really articulated elements? Or does it on the contrary point to 
a limit or breach—to a critical system emergency? Can the tode ti be incorpo-
rated back into the lacking whole, related by a common metric of systemic 
identity, or does it compel the whole to admit meanings that do not belong 
and cannot be digested, to regard itself as merely a part and thus make itself 
vulnerable to the force of alternatives? The tode ti, in this latter case, points 
not to an element, but to the boundary of a system. It is not the empty slot 
allowing the whole to move, but the bluntly positive imposition of another 
whole: a real variable bound to a categorically new context.
	 The ontological juxtaposition of mud and mana with which we began 
can now be grasped as one that need not—at least not at first—be regarded 
as systemic incommensurability. Rather, mud might be an element we 
point to and greet with the wonderment of mana in our progressive articu-
lation of a generous and all-inclusive system. No sooner, however, does the 
one system present the ultimate terms (the telos or arche) by which it aims 
finally to establish itself as sovereign genus, than those same terms define 
a specificity that disrupts its universal progress. From mud to mana, each 
iteration of the system counts as an ontological unity, but in the very mo-
ment it identifies its sovereign principle, the world-genus speciates itself 
anew.
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3.	 political or socialist ontology:  
from figurative symbol to referential index

When to the moment I shall say,
“Linger awhile! so fair thou art!”
Then mayst thou fetter me straightway,
Then to the abyss will I depart!
Then may the solemn death-bell sound,
Then from thy service thou art free,
The index then may cease its round.
And time be never more for me!

—Goethe, Faust30

	 If I worried at the outset of the previous section that my argument 
might be taken for a semantic or discursive ontology, here I want to make 
sure that the argument not be misunderstood as political decisionism or 
constructivism. It might indeed seem that the inevitable speciation of sys-
tems implies, in a political sense, a plurality of sovereignties. Since we have 
no basis for deciding among these sovereignties on substantive merits, we 
must simply choose our allegiances. In this view, Quine’s “ontological com-
mitment” looks like a subjective commitment to the equal existential status 
of any semantically justifiable entity. We are all equally placed interpreters 
in a world that only awaits our choosing our true colors. An ontological 
commitment to socialism, then, would be tantamount to the revolutionary 
political act: commitment appears as pure event or effect, without relation 
to the causal order of facts or logical order of propositions.31

	 In such a view, the bottom line is that in a world of semantic ambiguity, 
the space of interpretation and the space of politics are coextensive, since, 
at least to some degree, to name what is real is to seize real authority over it. 
Of course, delimiting the degree to which nominal authority is real author-
ity is what interests us; hence, the empirical side of the equation in which 
our commitment to something exposes us to the force of sensual judg-
ment. In fact, it is at this charged conjunction of interpretation and politics 
that a socialist systems ontology becomes especially important in order to 
distinguish between that which exists by virtue of our decisions or observa-
tions and that which exists through no virtue of our own. The socialist on-
tology that clarifies this distinction is necessarily a historical one, one that 
addresses what is real in the social time of political decisions. Yet however 
much a discussion of socialism sounds like a political discourse, a socialist 
ontology must be distinguished from a political ontology per se—that is, 
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from a decisionist ontology that situates the sovereign political act at the 
root of social being.32

	 In order to clarify the direction of my argument, let me consider how a 
radically political ontology rules out the possibility of a substantive referent 
for political activity, and, a fortiori, rules out empirical socialism as a sub-
stantive reference for political socialism. According to Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouffe, “[O]nly the presence of a vast area of floating elements 
and the possibility of their articulation into opposite camps is what con-
stitutes the terrain permitting us to define a practice as hegemonic”—that 
is, political.33 The autonomy of “the political” guarantees that its specific, 
nonrational logic, like the figurative logic of language generally—or like 
mana—is not reducible to empirical causality. Conversely, the indeter-
minacy of the empirical world is what guarantees its subordination to a 
political logic of sense. The political project, in this view, is to establish a 
provisional bond between linguistic resources of metaphor and metonymy, 
denotation, and connotation, on the one side, and the indeterminate social 
realm of identification and distinction, on the other. The important thing 
is that the floating elements of society that language is articulating—the co-
alescing or factionalizing political camps, as it were—are completely open 
to opposed positions. In Carl Schmitt’s influential argument for the prior-
ity of politics over other expressions of the social such as law and econom-
ics, politics is our fate because the existence of an enemy is ontologically 
fundamental and so, therefore, is coexistence among political rivals. “As 
long as a state exists, there will thus always be in the world more than just 
one state.” There are no moral, aesthetic, or rational determinants to politi-
cal rivalry, only the ad hoc “intensity of a union or separation.”34

	 In other words, there is nothing in a purely political ontology that 
would establish a substantive distinction between left and right; rather, 
the terrain of the political is only called upon to ground contrary camps 
without ontological prejudice. Socialism is just another politically motivat-
ing symbol (like Georges Sorel’s “mythic violence” and Rosa Luxemburg’s 
“mass strike”) and not in any way—least of all an empirical way—a sub-
stantial presence underlying a difference. The whole question of socialist 
ontology—of really existing socialism—is rejected as an essentialism of the 
same sort as that which hypostatized such phantasmatic social actors as 
“classes,” “masses,” and “history” to such tragic effect over the course of the 
twentieth century. Instead, liberté, egalité, and fraternité, supplemented by 
altérité, marginalité, and différance, remain as the “discursive acts” of leftist 
self-constitution without any empirical beyond regulating them. To their 
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pronouncement we may always ascribe fresh nominal existence, simply not 
any systemic empirical existence. Such empirical solidity, it is said, would 
only involve them again with the functional and veridical logics (logocen-
trism) that had so tainted them in the, ultimately phantasmagorical, real 
socialist experience.
	 The extreme consequences of a discursive ontology that sees the world 
and its politics on the amorphous model of figurative language or rhetoric 
is brought out by Boris Groys in The Communist Postscript. There figurative 
language is presented not only as the political means to the better world, 
but as characterizing the end of the world itself. Groys writes:

By communism I understand the project of subordinating economy to politics 
in order to let politics act with freedom and sovereignty. The economy func-
tions in the medium of money. It operates with figures. Politics functions in the 
medium of language. It operates with words—with arguments, programs and 
resolutions, but also with commands, bans, decisions and regulations. The com-
munist revolution is the rewriting of society from the medium of money to the 
medium of language. It is the linguistic turn on the level of social praxis. [. . .] 
The question of the possibility of communism is thus deeply bound up with the 
question of the possibility of governing, shaping and politically administering 
in and through the medium of language. This key question can be formulated 
in the following way: can language as such ever—and if so, under what condi-
tions—exert enough force to be a means of governing society?35

	 Contrary to political-discursive ontology’s hasty farewell to real things, 
my position is that without a specifically socialist ontology, leftist (or right-
ist) politics remains only a grand or hysterical gesture, without reference to 
either real subjects or a mutually valid world. Accordingly, socialism cannot 
be taken as a purely political commitment that does just fine without any 
indicative commitment to a logical or empirical world, for such a political 
commitment would transpire without regard to any demonstrable content. 
Socialism—as the reference of leftist political commitment—is a real system 
that is not understandable in an exclusively political ontology, but requires 
a systems ontology to make sense. The corresponding rightist commitment 
is, reasonably enough, not an immanent political self-reflection negatively 
revaluing leftist values like liberty, equality, and solidarity, but is a reference 
to a world in which no systemic organization of these values, as envisioned 
in socialism, is held to exist (in any modality of actuality or possibility). 
Both worlds, of course, can contain human minds and bodies for whom 
pains and pleasures matter, and both can be places where bodies and inten-
tions cooperate and collide. The substantive distinction between worlds, 
however, can only be made at the systemic level—that is, at the time and 
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place where things and events, individuals and generalities are brought into 
consequential relation.
	 When I assert, against the free indeterminacy of a discursive ontology, 
that I am reintroducing things into a socialist ontology, I want to be clear 
what I mean by things. On the one hand, I have already indicated that I 
have an ecumenical sense of things—everything from vampires to mana 
and mud are invited into my socialist world, at least provisionally. But this 
ecumenism is not promiscuity, smuggling all manner of unreconstructed 
“things” back into a long since deconstructed world. Rather, systems on-
tology gives us substantial, distinct things that are nonetheless not the 
punctual, individual entities of skeptical, positivist, or decisionist philoso-
phies. These philosophies, from ancient sophism and medieval nominalism 
through modern logical empiricism, prefer their things small, individual 
and without generality. Systems ontology, by contrast, gives us big things, 
general things, without however resorting to the existence of ideal forms 
or structures outside of time and space. What difference, however, does the 
scope of things make? It makes all the difference, because what a systems 
ontology accomplishes is both to give us a world with identifiable quali-
ties (rather than atomic points) and to lend those qualities the capacity to 
change. While Carl Schmitt was a famous antagonist of positivism in law, 
he shares with positivism an ontology that has no qualitative robustness. 
Political ontologies derived from Schmitt see existence articulated by the 
sheer “this-ness” (the atomic irreducibility, or hecceity) of each sovereign 
decision. Politics comes down to naming singular and insubstantial differ-
ences that we fight over only by virtue of that sovereign act of naming 
itself. This hecceity of decision or naming is no different than that of a strict 
positivist’s mud or rock, whose properties do not exist as independent uni-
versal substrates, but coincide only with this mud right here. There is in the 
cases of both decisionism and positivism an Aristotelian tode ti (partitive), 
but no steresis (privative), no bound variable, that would allow for change 
and becoming. This is it, and it is always outside of that, never nonidenti-
cal, never within a process of transformation. Thus, in a political ontology 
the act of taking sides is an instance of nothing but itself—with the conse-
quence that that which, in its negativity and agonism, initially passes as a cri-
tique of positivism finally ends up in the purely immanent positivism of each 
decision. To put as sharp a point on it as possible, where positivism holds 
a punctual ontology of objects, decisionism holds a punctual ontology of 
subjects. In both cases, the punctuality excludes those systemic ontological 
frameworks that contain, in the words of Rudolf Carnap, “abstract entities 
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like properties, classes, relations, numbers, propositions, etc.”36—the very 
frameworks in which a socialist system is situated.
	 The allusion to Carnap—the quintessential logical empiricist—supplies 
us with a convenient point to differentiate our position from that not only 
of Schmitt but also of language-based ontologies more generally. Although 
Carnap is interested in language strictly as a medium for logical world-con-
struction, not language in its figurative capacity, that restrictiveness only 
makes our point more clear—precisely because it is not restrictive enough 
(that is, not restricted by the force of things in the material sense). Discuss-
ing the ontological paradoxes of logical empiricism, Carnap winds up with 
a surprisingly decisionistic formulation of the problem, noting that “to be 
real in the scientific sense means to be an element of the system; hence this 
concept [reality] cannot be meaningfully applied to the system itself. Those 
who raise the question of the reality of the thing world itself have perhaps 
in mind not a theoretical question as their formulation seems to suggest, 
but rather a practical question, a matter of a practical decision concerning 
the structure of our language.”37 The choice of systems, according to Car-
nap, cannot ever be an empirical question, because an empirical question 
is always posed internally to a given system. Thus, when one speaks of the 
reality of the system itself, one is simply stating an incommensurable ad 
hoc preference. If, however, a system itself stages its own encounter with 
its alternatives, if the tode ti of reference can also refer to an other system as 
something more than a blank gap at one given system’s limit, but a neces-
sary qualification of it, then we must admit questions concerning the reality 
of the systems themselves into our ontology. We can ask if really existing 
socialism is really socialism and vice versa. Systems need not be either in-
surmountably external to each other—resulting in a pure decisionism at 
that level—or inextricably internal to each other—resulting in the infinite 
regress of the Third Man Argument. “In practice,” Quine notes, “we end 
the regress of coordinate systems by something like pointing.”38 Only now 
it should be clear that this modest gesture of pointing can indicate not only 
the small empirical elements of one system but also the unprecedented pres-
ence of another system. Moreover, such pointing is not only a voluntary 
action; it is also an involuntary reaction that is not subject—in its primal 
force—to interpretation.
	 This two-way force of pointing—in which an indexical sign acts as a 
conduit bringing the force of what is indicated to bear on its witness—re-
turns us to the question of what allows an ontological commitment (that 
is, a commitment to what is real) to be something more than a political 
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decision. Why, in other words, am I not content to let the autonomous 
space of politics serve as the critical arbiter of the social real, rather than 
the other way around? In discussing what makes an index a distinct sort of 
sign, Peirce emphasizes that as opposed especially to conventional symbols, 
“the index is physically connected with its object; they make an organic 
pair, but the interpreting mind has nothing to do with this connection, 
except remarking it, after it is established.”39 An index is characterized by a 
minimal role for interpretation and a maximum quotient of objective force. 
In a fashion anticipating behaviorism, Peirce writes of the index “forcibly 
intruding upon the mind, quite regardless of its being interpreted as a 
sign.”40 This forcible intrusion, it should be emphasized, is not some kind 
of “forceless force of the better argument,” as in either logical empiricism or 
Habermasian communicative action.41 Nor is it a linguistic figure in Sau-
ssure’s or Laclau’s and Mouffe’s sense, based on an infinite series of differ-
ences and catachreses. Rather, the index “is something which, without any 
rational necessitation, is forced by blind fact to correspond to its object.”42 
This element that is in some sense beyond interpretation—beyond figura-
tive discourse, although not beyond all mediation—is what takes ontologi-
cal priority in the commitment to socialism.43

	 The antinomy that has impressed itself on this discussion of political 
ontology and into which the index intervenes as outside arbiter is this: one 
cannot rationally commit to one “thing world” over another (say, to social-
ism over liberalism) if there is no higher index of reality to decide between 
them. At the same time, where such an index becomes a basis for real com-
mitment—that is, is part of a working relation larger than any arbitrary 
decision of my own—it is at least incipiently internal to another system. 
The externality of plurality stands opposed to the internality of privation. 
To each side of this opposition there corresponds a contrary affective stance 
that bears on the degree of conscious will or interpretation demanded from 
a political actor. In the tense interval in which the index of my commit-
ment is neither an element of one system nor clearly a marker of another 
system—where my “ontological commitment” is sheerly generic—my sub-
jective pathos tends to the sublime or ecstatic. When, however, my onto-
logical commitment is less a matter of discretion and more a matter of the 
sensual authority of facts—when one system or another prevails—then my 
corresponding pathos assumes the cool affect of behaviorism: the things of 
my world speak for my actions, saying I cannot do otherwise.
	 The indexical sign—written in neither the book of ideals nor the book of 
nature—appears in the book of historical social institutions. As a sign based 
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on presence, its ontological significance is explicit, existing in the fullness 
of both the sensual and cerebral worlds: Hilary Putnam has remarked with 
deceptive simplicity that “the mind and the world jointly make up the mind 
and the world.”44 What this fullness entails for us is the patience to heed 
the interval between an index’s force and its meaning—the time it takes to 
realize its relevance as a sign of system emergence or, contrarily, of system 
emergency. A political ontology that recognizes only the plentitude of the 
one moment—in the usurpation of eternity by the present or the sacrifice 
of the present to eternity—is too impoverished to gauge the reality of real 
socialism. Rather, we recognize socialism when, as I propose in the coming 
chapters, a patient observer like Franz Fühmann gestures through the ugly 
jargon of party-political socialism and demonstrates this is it! (tode ti!) At 
that point, and with such a real socialist, we might behold what is real with 
the cry, “Linger awhile! so fair thou art! . . . The index then may cease its 
round.” In this lingering reality—in Fühmann’s reality, which lingers for 
us—a system emerges in its fullness . . . as subject to the force of its emer-
gency. Our responsibility in the face of this fair apparition, however, is to 
resist the call to either heaven or hell.

4.	 money: ge versus the gdr

The movements of society are spontaneous and not artificial, 
and the desire for joy which manifests itself in all its activities 
unwittingly drives it towards the realization of the ideal type of 
State.

—Paul Pierre le Mercier de la Rivière (1767)45

	 Let us advance our resistance to damnation or salvation, to any eternity, 
by here taking up the most venal example of an indexical medium, one that 
is nonetheless crucial for thinking about the socialist distinction—namely, 
the economic medium of money. My aim is to make more intuitive some 
consequences of organizing a world around one medium or another, dem-
onstrating why the ontological stakes involved with the question of medium 
are so high. Most important for me to bring out is how the mediation I am 
interested in—whose strict realism I have been emphasizing—expresses a 
compelling force that, despite its vast coordinating authority, also generates 
grave ambiguity about its universal scope.
	 In keeping with my resistance to a discursive ontology, Niklas Luhmann 
differentiates natural language media, “media of dissemination,” from what 
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Talcott Parsons calls “symbolically generalized communication media.”46 
These latter include truth, love, power/law, and property/money. Like ver-
bal language they are means of observing and communicating about social 
system identity, only they are distinguished by a linkage of information 
and persuasion much stronger than even the finest rhetorical argument. 
“One need only remember the significance the language of money pos-
sesses for politics and the economy to have a striking example: this lan-
guage understands the difference between system and environment as the 
difference between whether one has money or not.”47 In citing money’s 
objective physical relation to the meaning it forcefully conveys, Luhmann 
invokes characteristics like those of Peirce’s index, holding that media such 
as truth, love, and money are more “motivating” than discursive language 
in that they force an objective situation upon one with a “blind compul-
sion” (Peirce) unavailable in the interpretive ambiguity of verbal communi-
cation.48

	 Given such emphasis on the objective force of money as a medium, it 
might seem that the question of socialism’s reality could be settled by look-
ing for some hard and fast equivalent to the ruthless capitalist adjudicator, 
money, along the lines of the adage, Show me the god and I’ll show you 
the man. As a generalized medium, money (god, mana) gives us a rigor-
ously objective world, the economic one, that admits some entities into 
its consideration and not others. If money could be distinguished without 
fuss into capitalist money and socialist money, it would stand to reason 
that the economy mediated by each currency would admit different enti-
ties into its ontology—capitalist entities and socialist entities, respectively. 
The situation would be analogous to two foreign languages. Whether such 
languages are held to be essentially similar, related by a universal grammar 
(as per Noam Chomsky), or essentially incompatible, each projecting an 
internal worldview (as per Benjamin Lee Whorf), in either case the contest 
between capitalism and socialism would ultimately seem as absurd as fo-
menting a revolution in French to switch to Chinese: what could possibly 
motivate such a switch? The absurdity rests on the same boundless linguis-
tic constructivism I have been so keen to deny. The reason for my denial 
bears reiteration once more: a medium’s structural properties do not alone 
complete its semantic universe.49 To be coherent, a “socialist medium” 
needs to refer to socialist things, just as socialist things need an effective 
medium of reference.
	 The two-way street of money and economy, then, has to be analyzed 
more closely to understand how a medium both completes a system and 
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encounters the constraints that undo such completion. Money is tradition-
ally seen as functioning in a threefold capacity as a means of exchange, a 
means of accounting, and a means of recording and storing value. Systems 
theorists like Luhmann and Parsons focus especially on the first capacity as 
the one that distinguishes money from noneconomic media: as a means of 
exchange, money is given away when it is spent, unlike language, whose 
use is not dictated by concerns of scarcity.50 Here, however, we are con-
cerned less with circulation than with reference, so it is the relationship 
between the third capacity and the first that interests us—namely, how is 
it that we are willing to exchange on the basis of the values recorded and 
stored by monetary prices? Or, put the other way, how is it that individu-
ally motivated transactions result in an objectively calculable order? Adam 
Smith coined the famous phrase “invisible hand” to characterize the way 
in which the private market regulates its own balance without intervention 
from beyond the economic sphere (presumably by a “visible hand”). If this 
balance referred only to the first or second aspect of money, it would be 
no remarkable achievement, but simply a closed accounting book, or, as 
system designers express it, “garbage in, garbage out” (GIGO), a circuit 
that, no matter how fancy its bookkeeping, has no relationship to real hu-
man participants in the market.51 To truly complete the economic system, 
money and prices have to have reference beyond a closed circle of balanced 
commodity exchange (that is, supply equaling demand) that in itself has no 
reference to human choice and preference.52

	 The theory of General Equilibrium (GE), first elaborated independently 
by William Jevons, Carl Menger, and Leon Walras in the 1870s, is what 
was able to account for the enormous referential power of prices. It math-
ematically extended the economic sphere beyond the gray calculations of 
the “dismal science” and into the rosy playgrounds of hedonism where 
unrelated economic participants act rationally (or pragmatically) to maxi-
mize their consumer pleasures. Using the concept of marginal utility, GE 
explains the systematic nature by which the equilibrium price of a good is 
reached on the basis of a differential calculus that determines the additional 
quantity that a participant in the free market still desires of some one good 
instead of another with each infinitesimal increase in its price. The effective 
demand of real economic agents could thus be observed through GE as 
an invisibly coordinated regulating force within the autonomous whole of 
the capitalist economic system, money serving as the coordinating medium 
not only for accounting and exchange but also for the personal calculus of 
pleasure optimization under appropriate economic conditions.
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	 Money, as we see, becomes a means to evaluate and preserve socially 
articulated needs and pleasures in their specific construction as effective 
demand. Effective demand is not, however, demand per se, somehow ar-
ticulated without respect to a medium. Individuals, even vast communities, 
can be starving and at the same time powerless to affect the economy. If 
they have little access to money (or credit), then their needs go effectively 
unexpressed, and as far as the economy casus strictus is concerned, they are 
not constituted as agents at all.53 Their subjectivities (and reproductive ne-
cessities) are not registered as values in the monetary economy. Their de-
privation might be structured by any number of factors other than properly 
economic ones. Yet despite the morally forceful label “need” adhering to 
their situation, there is no singular essential reference point to it, say, in a 
natural physiological sense, although there is also a physiological sense of 
need. Some formulation of their needs might find alternative recourse in a 
politically or culturally effectual medium, such as votes (that is, representa-
tion in the political franchise) or signs (representation in a symbolic do-
main). But here, too, there are systemic conditions that shape the way val-
ues are registered and preserved, as the history of suffrage in its many forms 
demonstrates or the culture wars over literary canon formation.54 One can 
thus see, in the case of money, how a medium is not merely a constraint on 
the exercise of a pre-existing reality, but reciprocally creates that reality as a 
systemic fact, distinct and apprehensible as some one and not some other 
fact. Money, as the universal equivalent of a commodity economy, creates 
the standards of what is “socially necessary” for an economic agent to ma-
terially reproduce itself—whether that agent is an individual, household, or 
firm.
	 It is clear that money thus mediates one particular reality, economic re-
ality, and that economic reality is not unique, but excludes certain sorts 
of agency and agents, homo oeconomicus being distinct, for example, from 
homo suffragans. But let us come back to the question of why we cannot, 
with a few modifications of money’s properties, use it to articulate some 
other reality—a socialist reality. On the basis of our argument that a me-
dium articulates a unified reality only by also carving up reality in some 
particular, nonunique way, it might reasonably be the case that money need 
only be tweaked to find itself articulating an improved economic system we 
might then call socialism—for if it is nothing else, socialism is surely also an 
economic system. According to the orthodox liberal economic theory that 
gave us the conception of money we just outlined, however, we are out of 
luck. The essence of money is one thing and one thing only—the rational 
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dynamic of the medium of exchange per se—and there is only one system 
that works with it. Money is the index of the liberal capitalist real. This 
stark ontological conclusion is, on the face of it, a stunning setback to any 
attempt to apprehend another system to liberal modernity, as well as a con-
tradiction of our claim that a medium gives us not only unity but, equally, 
the possibility of a plurality. It implies two courses for us. First, we will play 
out the reasoning of formalized liberal orthodoxy, GE theory, to see why it 
expresses its economic ontology so strongly. Second, we will see how three 
prominent alternative economic theories give us utterly different ontolo-
gies. This survey of a total of four fundamental theories will then throw us 
back onto the territory where we began the chapter—Quinean ontological 
relativity and the need to carefully scrutinize what is “out there” as a pre-
requisite for making an ontological commitment among our theories.
	 Since GE remains more uncontested than ever after the fall of the Soviet 
bloc, I take its ontological claims about economic equilibrium as a reason-
able orientation point for inquiring into socialist ontology. According to 
GE, an economy is the unified interrelation of all economic agents through 
the medium of money. In precapitalist economic formations, money was 
not yet the sole medium for coordinating distinct parts of the production 
and exchange process in an articulated whole, and, lacking such a conduit 
for closure, these formations were not strictly economic systems at all. 
Only with generalized commodity exchange and the universal equivalency 
of money does a distinct economic system emerge.55 In eighteenth-century 
France the Physiocrats pioneered terminology adequate to the emergence 
of a national economy as an interrelated whole. Through the movement of 
prices they observed how the value of land, for example, rippled through 
the monarchy to affect things as diverse as urban wages and royal tax re-
ceipts that recursively affected the value of land. It was this more or less 
closed circular causality that demarcated the economic as a system.56 The 
Scottish Enlightenment around David Hume and Adam Smith shared this 
insight into the compelling power with which a closed system of causal-
ity shaped and articulated distinct but coordinated elements of the world. 
With Smith, one could for the first time speak persuasively of the sover-
eign individual, rather than the divine sovereign, because individuals, on 
the basis solely of self-interest expressed in private property values, could 
generate from inside out an order that was coherent, comprehensive, and 
rationally related to one’s actions. The monuments of this era remain the 
sovereign individual (with no necessary intentions beyond self-interest) 
and the invisible hand of automatic coordination (laissez-faire)—and with 
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their economic testament, Locke’s civil contracts assume pride of place be-
fore absolute sovereigns of state.
	 In the course of the late nineteenth century, GE came to express the 
economy’s processes and balances in precise mathematical terms, codifying 
its systemic integrity and normal state. That mathematical formalization, 
with its various underlying assumptions about profit-maximizing firms and 
utility-maximizing consumers, informs most economic science and policy 
today.57 To function with such mathematical efficiency, GE rests on three 
propositions that I want to keep in mind: there is a state of compatibility 
among diverse economic interests coordinated through an economic sys-
tem (that is, equilibrium exists); these interests can assume they are all play-
ing the same game (equilibrium is unique); and interests tend to converge 
on such a compatible state (equilibrium is stable). In each of the three an-
tagonistic economic views I now consider, the reality of these conditions is 
contested. The third proposition, which requires an inherent economic sta-
bility, rather than an intentionally directed one, is the most controversial. 
In the versions of GE espoused by Ludwig von Mises, Friedrich Hayek, 
and Milton Friedman, the economic as such requires that the third propo-
sition apply autonomously, without intervention from the noneconomic 
sphere.58 In other words, independent actions must be coordinated by 
inherent economic forces—Smith’s “invisible hand”—or those actions are 
not economic and talk of a system is nonsense. For Smith’s force to apply, 
therefore, actors need to be motivated by clear economic interests they can 
calculate on the basis of common market prices and by no other interests 
besides. The only requirement for setting the whole in motion is that each 
participant owns property, be it just a day of labor power, whereupon the 
interest in meeting the maximization criteria of marginal utility follows—
with the net effect being that the economy balances supply and demand at 
equilibrium prices, allowing further transactions to continue on the same 
basis. But it is only if prices are left free to find “their own” equilibrium, 
that property owners can continue to choose rationally among available 
alternatives for satisfying their desires and thus keep the whole in motion. 
Considering whether socialism can meet these criteria, Mises writes in 1920 
that “without economic calculation there can be no economy. Hence, in a 
socialist state wherein the pursuit of economic calculation is impossible, 
there can be—in our sense of the term—no economy whatsoever.”59

	 These strong conceptions of the properly “economic” leave either capi-
talism or socialism without systematic economic existence. As I indicated, 
we are in exactly the sort of ontological impasse described by Quine. If 
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we accept GE—and there are compelling empirical reasons to do so—then 
we cannot countenance socialism in our economic ontology. If we persist, 
however, in trying to understand whether seventy years of socialism really 
existed—and there are also compelling empirical reasons to do so—then we 
need another paraphrase of (another medium for) the economic order. In 
the 1930s, partly in response to the “socialist calculation debate” launched 
by Mises’s philosophical interdiction of socialism, the Polish economist 
Oskar Lange began to address the problem of how economic calculation 
might be possible in a system that through political negotiation, rather 
than through money, decided on its equilibrium states, where homo oeco-
nomicus converged with homo suffragans.60 This politically steered equilib-
rium gives us our first alternate economic ontology. For Lange, socialism 
did exist, because a stable equilibrium existed that was called into being not 
by market prices but by a material balance reached through trial and er-
ror controlled by mathematical models. “Any mistake made by the Central 
Planning Board in fixing prices would announce itself in a very objective 
way—by a physical shortage or surplus of the quantity of the commodity 
or resources in question—and would have to be corrected in order to keep 
production running smoothly.”61 The announcement of economic mistakes 
in a physically objective manner, Lange believed, is a far more obvious and 
compelling index than prices, whose significance, despite their mathema-
tizability in GE theory, is still subject to interpretation by biased interests. 
According to Lange, the physical balance of surplus and deficit could in 
principle be achieved by a democratic planning board with fewer successive 
calculations than a market required, a market and its prices being merely a 
primitive analogue computer that was being superseded by nascent digi-
tal technology and its direct quantitative inputs. The 1965 East German 
publication of his Totality and Development from a Cybernetic Point of View 
played an important role in overcoming official ideological skepticism of 
computer steering and cybernetics in the GDR, lending momentum to the 
1960s reforms known as the New Economic System, and influencing the 
key East German proponent of cybernetics, Georg Klaus, whom we will 
discuss in Chapter 8.62

	 Although deeply influenced by Lange’s cybernetics, the next view I con-
sider sought a more radical reconceptualization of economics than Lange, 
indeed one fully outside GE assumptions.63 The Hungarian economist Já-
nos Kornai, considered by many “the only scholar who . . . attempted a 
general theory of the socialist economy,” does not aim to extend the world 
of the economic on the orthodox terms of either GE or Marxism.64 Rather, 
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Kornai develops a theory of the economic based on information and values 
not strictly mediated by money, thereby mooting GE’s preemptive disqual-
ification of socialism from the realm of the economic. He characterizes so-
cialist economies as “economies of shortage”—in other words, nonequilib-
rium economies—suggesting an economic ontology that undermines the 
first postulate of GE theory: that equilibrium exists. In a work pointedly 
titled Anti-Equilibrium, Kornai argues not only that socialist economies 
are nonequilibrium economies, but that there are in fact no equilibrium 
economies anywhere, and that GE’s discrimination between the formaliz-
able market economies of the West and the administrative (non)economies 
of the East is untenable. Again, the distinction is untenable, not because, as 
Lange hoped, planned economies can be guided by GE, but because even 
market economies cannot.
	 Because there is no significant private ownership, socialist economies 
cannot rely on prices to generate the information their participants need, 
raising the problem of understanding how socialist economic reproduc-
tion is systematically mediated. Goods and services are exchanged and ac-
counts formally balanced, but money does not serve as a reliable measure of 
value. Firms, for example, do not have to attract scarce investment capital 
on a competitive stock exchange, but have state-subsidized budgets that 
prohibit bankruptcy. They thus do not buy inputs according to a marginal 
utility calculus; instead, a central planner must assume that each firm’s de-
mand for any available input is infinite.65 In fact, since prices are nowhere 
determined at a level that balances demand with supply, serving simply as 
conventional markers for accounting, it is not only firms but all economic 
actors who have potentially infinite (budgetless) demand. The ensuing 
generalized shortage of goods lends the socialist economy its typical phe-
nomenal forms: hoarding and queuing. The planner’s task should thus not 
be conceived as chasing a GE fantasy of the perfect set of market-balancing 
prices, but as rationing a general shortage of producer inputs and consumer 
goods.
	 The planner’s task is complicated by another factor besides the lack of 
monetary valuation; without private property, it is not clear what subjec-
tively motivates individual economic actors. As a consequence of collective 
ownership, legal property agents (“the People,” as in Volkseigene Betriebe, or 
“People’s Owned Firms,” the legal form of incorporation in the GDR) are 
not equivalent to economic property agents. As Jadwiga Staniszkis argues,

of the three moments of material reproduction—that is, work, capital, and mate-
rial assets—[the latter two] have ceased to be identified with anyone’s actual in-
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terest and have at the most become “theoretical interests” resulting from knowl-
edge concerning the requirements of the production process. As such, [. . .] they 
have little motivational power. This rift between the requirements of material 
production and the map of actual interests, together with the systemic absence 
of a wide range of information which can only be generated by the market, rep-
resents the main barrier to the state and the party having real control over the 
economy.66

	 While Kornai agrees that socialist economic actors have few motivations 
as unambiguous as monetary incentives, he recognizes that “there exist 
some deeper-lying motives, which have a stronger and more lasting influ-
ence on management’s behavior. Of these I stress that most people identify 
themselves with their job.”67 The Nobel Prize–winning economist Amartya 
Sen has likewise addressed this apparently nebulous issue of identification, 
phrasing it as a dilemma about the proper proportion of reason (as an au-
tonomous rational calculus) and identification (a desire to become unified 
with something) in economic choices:

Does a person identify with anyone else in deciding on what objects to pursue 
and what choices to make? Is the idea of social identity vacuous when it comes 
to explaining behavioral regularities, since no identification is involved other 
than with oneself? A good deal of economic theory has tended to proceed as if 
that is indeed the case.68

	 Kornai is ultimately interested in formalized systems, but by insisting 
on the importance of identification, he understands socialist economies as 
controlled by a heterogeneous, but systematic, combination of bureaucratic 
power, social symbolism, material balances, and, to a lesser extent, money.69 
According to Kornai, these factors can be apprehended and socialism sys-
tematically reproduced using diverse incentives—all of which find a place 
in a socialist ontology. Ontologically, however, the system is not perfectly 
consistent and free of contradiction, and therefore there is no single me-
dium through which efficiency can be optimized—that is, through which 
the socialist economy can come into itself as its own pure form. “The tradi-
tion of economics has accustomed us to the concept that everything can 
and must be ‘optimized[.]’ . . . But that is a naïve, wishful day-dream[.] . . . 
It seems to me that it is impossible to create a closed and consistent socio-
economic normative theory which would assert, without contradiction, a 
politico-ethical value system and would at the same time provide for the 
efficiency of the economy.”70

	 Kornai’s polemic against equilibrium sets forth nonequilibrium terms that 
include capitalism and socialism as possibilities in one theoretical universe.71 
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While Kornai recognizes differences between the two systems, he reduces 
them to distinctions along a single continuum of economic forms. By con-
trast, the orthodox socialist view which I now consider maintains a strong 
ontology of socialist difference, thus sharing the exclusivity of GE ontology, 
only with the opposite polarity. For tactical reasons, Eastern-bloc Marxists 
considered the Cold War stalemate between two separate but relatively sta-
ble worlds a moment of “peaceful coexistence.”72 “In the framework of this 
cooperation the two social systems will compete with each other and dem-
onstrate which can achieve the most for the German people,” proclaimed an 
open letter from the East German party Central Committee to West Ger-
man workers in 1960.73 On an analytical level, however, the outcome of this 
competition was a foregone conclusion. GE’s bourgeois ontology, based on 
the supposedly efficient mediation of money, was self-contradictory and, 
hence, nugatory. In the Grundrisse, Marx traces how bourgeois wealth in 
monetary form—the very index that in GE correlates the emergence of the 
economic as such—“appears as its own mediator” and subordinates, in its 
drive to universality, all other economic actors.74 “Note,” Marx observes, 
“that money becomes an end instead of a means and that capital, as the 
superior form of mediation, everywhere establishes the inferior form, labor, 
simply as a source of surplus value.”75 In other words, monetary capital loses 
its medial character and becomes an absolute end, riding roughshod over all 
other social considerations and encountering other identities only as limita-
tions to be overcome, until “the universality towards which it is perpetually 
tending finds limitations in its own nature, which at a certain stage of its de-
velopment will make it appear as itself the greatest barrier to this tendency, 
leading thus to its own self-destruction.”76

	 The target of the Marxist critique is liberal faith in “capitalist production 
as the absolute form of production.”77 Marxism might concede to Mises 
that the market price-index is the most generalized measure of commodity 
exchange (and the basis of labor exploitation). But the commodity econ-
omy is only one form of economy, not the whole of the economic; and this 
very particularity leads to capitalism’s overcoming. Capitalism is seen as a 
species of the genus “economy.” In the superseding socialist economy—or 
better yet, one should now drop the ontologically limited idea of socialism 
as an economic species and simply say “socialism” as a new genus—instead 
of capital serving as “the absolute form of wealth coinciding absolutely 
with the development of productive forces,” labor-time steps in as the new 
mediator. But the mediation by labor does not mean simply putting la-
bor-money in the place of capital-money and letting the rest of the social 
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transformation follow mechanically. There is an important second element 
to Marx’s view of how socialist productive relations will be mediated—
namely, by socialized labor as a conscious historical actor. Ernest Mandel 
writes that “between the growing economic contradictions of the capitalist 
mode of production on the one hand, and the collapse of capitalism on the 
other hand, there is a necessary mediation: the development of the class 
consciousness, organized strength and capacity for revolutionary action of 
the working class.”78 The new ontology of socialism thus measures itself by 
an index more vital and compelling than GE’s frugal money—regarding la-
bor both as spatio-temporal quantum for economic calculation and as con-
scious actor pointing toward collective decisions on the basis of labor-time 
information. Completing our parallelogram of ontologies, then, Marxian 
economics holds GE theory to be not only inapplicable to socialism, but, 
except as ideology, simply inapplicable. Socialism might exist coincidently at 
the same moment as capitalism, but systematically it negates and supersedes 
capitalism’s contradictory laws of development. In this view, GE theory has 
no place, whether west of the Wall or in Lange’s extension of it eastward, 
and neither does Kornai’s theory, which denies GE only to squeeze capital-
ism and socialism into one neutral language of economic description.

5.	 the flickering sign of the new: between 
behaviorism and decisionism

From moment to moment the hedonimeter varies; the delicate 
index now flickering with the flutter of the passions, now steadied 
by intellectual activity, low sunk whole hours in the neighborhood 
of zero, or momentarily springing up toward infinity.

—Francis Y. Edgeworth (1881)79

	 At this fourfold ontological impasse, we see the danger of making a 
hasty commitment to a single, unambiguous index of the real—neither an 
empiricism, marshaling the facts and figures of Dow Jones and GDP, nor 
a constructivism, creating a guiding light by virtue of a militant discourse, 
gives us an obvious sign of discretionary truth. Waving the Red Flag or 
storming the Winter Palace does not peremptorily decide the debates we 
have been reviewing and suddenly make an economy work. Once again, 
but now at the institutional level of socialist economy, our problem is this: 
if the ontological is a matter of commitment, commitment for its part, in 
order to be anything other than decisionism, is a matter of ontology. Our 
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position at this point resembles that which begins Peirce’s lectures on prag-
matism, in which he plays out an example of a marginal utility calculation, 
only to conclude that such calculations cannot be undertaken out of the 
blue: “[It] is obvious that it must be of the nature of a real fact and not a 
mere state of mind.”80 It must therefore be accompanied by a survey of real 
options given by an unprejudiced type of knowledge that “simply opens its 
eyes and describes what it sees.”81 To ground this evidence Peirce resumes 
his focus on those singular facts of nature that speak louder than words ever 
can, revealing a cardinal order of existence lacking any property other than 
“unicity” or a hecceity (this-ness). “An index does not describe the qualities 
of its object. An object, in so far as it is denoted by an index, having thisness, 
and distinguishing itself from other things by its continuous identity and 
forcefulness, but not by any distinguishing characters, may be called a hec-
ceity.”82

	 For such a momentous hecceity to serve as a pure, unprejudiced index for 
prudent action, and not just a blank slate for a momentary fantasy, we need 
to ask whether beyond sheer existence, its opaque promise can present an 
equilibrium state that is also unique and stable—that is, whether it refers 
to, and coordinates, a larger universe of given things—a practical reference 
that, as we have seen, is also the chief challenge to GE theory. Just as we 
cannot grab a balanced equation out of the sky and expect it to stand alone 
as truth, we also cannot point to an isolated fact of simple existence and 
have it anchor our equations. What we come back to, then, is my key point 
about the scope of our objects of reference. Simplicity is always the result 
of a complex and extensive process in time.83 Our reference must be to 
other systems: we need to understand our guiding indexes not as points, as 
this or that perception, but as fundamental existential challenges, shaking 
our individual and collective being to the core.
	 To forestall the confusion to which existentialist rhetoric is prone to give 
rise, let me make clear that in the following pages our readings of socialist 
literature won’t miraculously decide the ontological ambiguity of compet-
ing world systems. Such manifestation has never been the point of my proj-
ect. Rather, I aim to extend the prospect of an ontological encounter long 
enough that we can pursue a real socialist, Franz Fühmann, as he struggles 
to make a commitment on (and to) his system’s own terms. This commit-
ment will never be like the punctual ones of decisionism or empirical posi-
tivism. Or, I should say, there will be plenty of those sorts of commitments 
along the way; they turn out, through no lack of faith and good will, to 
be fickle commitments, however, and not reciprocated over the distance. 
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What animates Fühmann’s work are not the small devotions, but the large 
ones that endure through betrayals and transformations. I therefore do not 
want to nurture false expectations that hidden somewhere in the writing of 
real socialism we find the occult formula of true ontological commitment 
surviving the collapse of 1989 unscathed. On the contrary, what we find 
is only patient and detailed attempts, crises, retrenchments, stock-takings, 
renewed efforts, and galling disappointments. Only? This combination of 
receptivity and initiative, patience and impulsiveness is the very stuff of on-
tological commitment. Let me then, in this last chapter section, turn to the 
indexical sign again, with special attention to the emotional affects that are 
bound up with the subjective experience of it, affects ranging from piety to 
profanity, laissez-faire to exuberance.
	 In a seminal 1951 article, credited with inaugurating the postanalytical 
turn away from Carnap’s propositional positivism, Quine argued against 
the supposition that we can fit any signifying system piece by piece to a 
single, punctual apprehension of reality, but need something larger to sat-
isfy our referential requirements.84 Would a single noun, for example, cor-
respond to a physical state at a point x, y, z in time t? Or would the fit 
be made between a whole sentence and such a state? Quine suggests that, 
indeed, neither an isolated word nor a statement can be tested against real-
ity: “[O]ur statements about the external world face the tribunal of sense 
experience not individually but only as a corporate body.”85 To make his 
case—and to help us make ours—Quine introduces considerations of eco-
nomics and equilibrium. We are tempted to believe, he argues, that we can 
separate the discursive (or logical) from the factual (or empirical) and, once 
they are neatly disentangled, bring the two into an economical relationship 
with each other by means of a univocal index (à la Ockham’s razor). The 
hitch, Quine argues, is that there is no one such relationship or economy of 
referential thrift. “In logical and mathematical systems either of two mutu-
ally antagonistic types of economy may be striven for, and each has its pe-
culiar practical utility. On the one hand we may seek economy of practical 
expression—ease and brevity in the statement of multifarious relations. . . . 
Second, however, and oppositely, we may seek economy in grammar and 
vocabulary.”86 The one economy is akin to the expressive richness of Shake-
spearean diction, the other to the standardizing power of binary code—
even in the most technical language, however, it would be hard to deter-
mine strictly to which economy one belonged. Is, for example, Quine’s 
use of “mutually antagonistic types of economy” literal, in the sense of our 
preceding discussion of marginal utility, or is it figurative? The difference 
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in ontological commitments between any such economic axes requires that 
we recognize a relativity that cannot be resolved into any purely logical 
or any plainly observational system of signs.87 “Total science is like a field 
of force whose boundary conditions are experience,” he writes. “A conflict 
with experience at the periphery occasions readjustments in the interior. 
. . . But the total field is so underdetermined by its boundary conditions, 
experience, that there is much latitude of choice as to what statements to 
reevaluate in the light of any single contrary experience. No particular ex-
periences are linked with any particular statements in the interior of the 
field, except indirectly through considerations of equilibrium affecting the 
field as a whole.”88

	 Quine’s figure of a general equilibrium brings us to a mental equilib-
rium index as another important measure for the ontological realism I am 
after. Just as a functional system is the existential condition for an equilib-
rium among objects, so is conscious equilibrium the condition for fitting 
thinking subjects into the order of objects.89 When all is said and done, 
even with regard to the compelling vigor of indexes, what a social system 
produces is conscious acquiescence in and affirmation of its forces. We en-
dure around our balances, we do not endure when all reference to balance 
is lost. This consciousness of being in dynamic time is just the flip side, the 
subjective side, of the same objective processes for which the medium is the 
conduit. The question is how, with what strength and sentiment, Quine’s 
“corporate body” of equilibriated statements relates to the “blindly compel-
ling” index that guides political action out of the wilderness of inconclusive 
disputation.
	 At the height of the Cold War, Nobel prize–winning economist Tjalling 
Koopmans and his collaborator John Montias sought to cut through their 
era’s doomsday tension by means of a signifying system that was beyond all 
interpretation and thus suited for resolving fundamental economic disputes 
between capitalism and socialism. They claimed that “for an objective com-
parison, the descriptions of the systems being compared should be couched 
as much as possible in system-free terms. . . . The ideal is that the primitive 
(undefined) terms entering into these definitions be few in number and 
universal in applicability and prior meaning.”90 Like revolutionaries who 
seek to overcome the false division of subject and object and the alienation 
and reification of the modern individual, these two economists aimed to 
tether our ever more hyperbolic thoughts to our modest things. But similar 
as their aspirations are, their sensibility could not be more different from 
that of the radical revolutionary’s. Their affect is postrevolutionary and 
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level-headed, looking for empirical confirmation of real socialism’s merits 
(or lack thereof), whereas the agitators’ affect is prerevolutionary and ec-
static, relishing in an apocalyptic tone. Whereas the former flee politics and 
its wearying stalemates, the latter embrace politics and its vital self-determi-
nation. This enormous discrepancy in affect interests me because it points 
toward the twofold encounter with the system I have been delineating: 
the holistic, privative side, and the multiple, partitive side. If equilibrium 
is the ideal state of system self-sameness, where subject harmonizes with 
object, then its marker will inevitably be conflicted. On the one hand, it 
will give the privative case of equilibrium—that is, disequilibrium—striving 
patiently to develop its immanent potential. On the other hand, it will give 
the nonsingular case of identity—that is, self-difference—striving violently 
to rupture its own constraints. Sometimes it will give both: a “coming-to-
oneself ” (J. R. Becher) and a “getting out of one’s own skin” (Franz Füh-
mann).91 In any case, there is no authentic choice between the calm of arti-
sanal holism or the pathos of apocalyptic sublime, but they are intimately 
tied to each other through the temporality of the socialist determination 
they reference. In this sense, then, Koopmans’s and Montias’s soothing ob-
jective terms promise to justify (and leave in peace) the violent revolution-
ary event, just as the revolutionary event relies on such terms to organize its 
emerging identity.
	 Unsurprisingly, Koopmans was a colleague of Oskar Lange’s at the 
Cowles Commission for econometrics in the 1940s, and Montias—an art 
historian as well as economist—trained directly in the material balance 
tradition founded by the Vienna School logical positivist Otto Neurath.92 
Neurath, perhaps the key philosophical figure in the material balance 
school of economic thought and a major voice in the “socialist calcula-
tion” debate started by Mises, had early become convinced that a socialist 
economy might outperform capitalism by avoiding the crisis-laden market 
system.93 In the nineteen-teens, Neurath tried to devise a moneyless means 
for optimal planning that balanced “objective properties” of economic in-
puts directly, without the mediation of prices, by conceiving the inputs 
as “natural kinds” that might, accordingly, relate to each other naturally, 
on the principle that, as Shakespeare said, “one touch of nature makes the 
whole world kin.”94 In 1919 he put his convictions to the test as the director 
of Central Planning in the short-lived Bavarian Soviet, and he was Lenin’s 
first postrevolution mentor for thinking about the practical problems of 
nonmarket economic organization.
	 While Neurath’s plans came to naught in the White Terror that elim-
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inated the Bavarian Soviet, his career continued in a telling way: he de-
veloped a pictorial language called Isotype that he claimed preselected no 
particular properties, but let the things to which it referred speak for them-
selves without any need for interpretation. Drawing his semiotic theory 
from the work of Charles Morris, a Peirce scholar and semiotician close 
to the Vienna School, Neurath held that an Isotype united icon and in-
dex, qualia and quiddity.95 The idea was not to invent a universal logic that 
captured empiric reality—that goal belonged to the other logical positiv-
ists such as his erstwhile colleague Carnap. On the contrary, Neurath’s idea 
harked back to the Renaissance traditions of ars combinatoria and encyclo-
pedism, to the clavis universalis that sought to know the world directly as it 
spoke through its things, not as it was appended to a questionable discur-
sive logic.96 In other words, Neurath harked back to an era before Kant’s 
“Copernican turn,” when things still held their authority before the mind. 
At the same time, he allied himself with the utilitarianism and behaviorism 
that characterized technocratic liberal utopias since the Enlightenment. In 
the late eighteenth century Jeremy Bentham had dreamed of an index called 
the “political thermometer” that would add up “the greatest happiness of 
the greatest number,” and his nineteenth-century utilitarian follower F. Y. 
Edgeworth envisioned a similar device for coordinating social felicity with 
the simple compulsion of a sum that he called a “hedonimeter.” Even in the 
roaring, revolutionary 1920s, after the bloody suppression of his economic 
experiments, Neurath still supposed, without a hint of irony, that “it is easy 
to imagine a thoroughly empirical ‘felicitology’ on a behavorialistic founda-
tion, which could take the place of traditional ethics.”97

	 Neurath hoped that his Isotype would guide social interactions in an 
idiom that was as close to things as it could get. Like an iconography, its 
symbols resemble the objects they represent. At the same time, their size 
and distinction are generated by statistical tabulations that function analo-
gously to snapshots—as simple, transparent indexes of quantitative mate-
rial distributions.98 Anticipating user-friendly, culture-blind computer in-
terfaces, he describes Isotype as a “picture-text style which should enable 
anybody to walk through the modern world that is beginning to appear 
about us and see it as he may see a landscape. . . . The aim is to trace the 
origin of ‘modern men’ and depict their behavior and achievements, with-
out presenting any social or economic theory. . . . An international picture 
language is combined with a world language.”99 Like Peirce’s index, each 
Isotype sign is a “thisness,” a particular and compelling institutional fact 
reduced to its most generic and generative universal force.
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	 In actual experience, however, Isotype seems all too banal. We recognize 
its figures from toilet doors and roadway exits around the world, but it 
hardly seems to compel momentous social choices. As easy as it is, however, 
to turn away now at the eleventh hour, and search the horizon for grander 
events and brighter signs of wonder, I do not want to dismiss Neurath’s 
technocratic behaviorism and Koopmans’s and Montias’s cosmopolitan 
goodwill. Indeed, I share their embrace of some generic index as the mea-
sure of the socialist real, just as I share the more heroic pathos of the centu-
ry’s revolutionaries and their explosive dialectical images. As all-inclusive as 
my socialist index is, however, it cannot be closed off around the finality of 
either a great thing or a sovereign decision: the rivalry of indexes entails a 
trial of revelation and a plurality of ordeals. In a secularized modern world, 
where all prophecy must be proved in public practice, commitment to the 
existence of socialism is not a commitment to the sign of redemption per 
se. Rather, it is a commitment to a system that coordinates the holistic 
progressive pathos—in ecstatic as well as everyday forms—to some vast 
and robust balance of material goods. Leftists, to be sure, like rightists, 
will concern themselves passionately with the void of pure antagonism and 
the plenum of the decisive event. But at the end of the day, after the bar-
ricades and red flags, a leftist has to own up to the everyday weight of the 
socialist burden. At that point, only the real objects a leftist carries can be 
an expedient against the distortions of capital; and as Dean Swift noted of 
the Laputans, a people who had foresworn the vagaries of discourse for 
the certainty of things, “[If] a man’s business be very great, and of various 
kinds, he must be obliged in proportion to carry a greater bundle of things 
upon his back.”100 In the past century this awkward bundle of things made 
leftists alternately ridiculous and terrible, leaving today’s left with a sorely 
tested dignity and an ambiguous legacy of compassion and violence—one 
it prefers to forget in its utopian moments. But only by taking a historical 
socialist ontology seriously as a contemporary challenge will it succeed in 
doing better. It must take its mud with its mana.



chapter three

The Skin of the System and  
the DIN of the System:  

A Poetics of Sovereignty and System

Given the abstract concept of boundary—the concept 
of the difference between system and environment—
one cannot decide whether the boundary belongs to 
the system or to the environment. Viewed logically, 
the difference itself is some third thing [. . .]. Viewed 
from the system’s perspective, boundaries are ‘self-
generated’—membranes, skins, walls and doors, 
boundary posts and points of contact.

—Niklas Luhmann, Social Systems1

1.	 résumé

	 Our inquiry now deposits us at the doorstep of East German litera-
ture—in particular, the life and work of the enigmatic and philosophically-
minded socialist author Franz Fühmann—with several riddles to unravel 
in the course of gaining admission to the realm of the socialist real. Let 
me in a few words reformulate the key conclusions of the preceding chap-
ter to see where we stand and how the rest of the book will proceed. The 
socialism whose real existence we are after is not conceived as a politics 
that starts and ends with the constitution of free subjects, but as a system 
that coordinates subjects and objects in a specific way to specific effect. 
As such a coordinating system, its goal is not to maximize political open-
ness and fluidity, but to create operative closure around certain principles 
of egalitarian coordination. Politics—as the decision on the exception, in 
Schmitt’s famous definition of the sovereign2—is not eliminated, but it is 
made system-specific, related to the limits of systemic commensurability. 
The system, in other words, minimizes the opportunity for sovereign deci-
sion by striving to re-enter every presented exception back into the system. 
In this way, the specificity of the system, which also gives the specificity of 
its exceptions, always seeks to lose itself in the general. The predicates of 
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socialist difference strive to achieve the indifferent generality of the whole 
(to be the very genus of the social). This progressive tendency describes 
two sovereign tension points—and thus potentially political moments—in-
herent in the system, that of its qualitative speciation at the origin and that 
of its generic supremacy at the end.
	 A system, I argued, has two necessary qualities: it produces the unity of 
commensurability and compels the plurality of some one measure and not 
another. We come to know the existence of a possible system when we en-
counter a powerful medium whose functioning can likewise be designated 
in a twofold way. First, the new medium acts as an index in the sense that 
it is simply, suddenly there for us as a distinct novum in our universe, as a 
sign indicating the potential of another world directly adjacent to our hith-
erto complete world. Second, the new medium acts as a symbolic means of 
coordination between subjects and objects that only now have come to be 
matters of interrelation. In the first case, as an index of an opportunity, the 
medium does not mediate; rather, it stands immediately juxtaposed to us 
as a disruptive figure of either/or, now/never: either we try to realize an ex-
ception or we try to accommodate it to the rule. In this indexical sense, the 
medium compels a reaction from those who encounter it. In the second case, 
the medium mediates—it is the classic tertium comparationis, the third term 
with the rational potential to relate the exceptionality of any other two. A 
system thus ranges over an infinite multiplicity of its own devising and also 
occasionally comes up against that infinity’s exterior in the blunt smack of 
an outside boundary. This external indexical smack is a sharp derangement 
of subject-object relations that invites us to make a decision, one whose ap-
parently sovereign freedom (or sovereign violence, which here amounts to 
the same thing) is subject to an objectifying temporality in which it achieves, 
or fails to achieve, a simplified order that is not only new, but better.
	 As violent as such a smack is—Peirce describes the index as a shrill whistle 
piercing into a reverie of self-sufficient sensation3—my use of the indexical 
sign deliberately inflects my discourse away from a psychoanalytic one of 
trauma and a political one of decisionism to one of pragmatic realism.4 How 
boring! Yet, as we have seen, the issue is important because if the real repre-
sented by the indexical smack is held only to disrupt symbolic ordering with 
no character of its own, it can always only figure negatively and violently, 
exposing the emptiness of any consummation without indicating another se-
quence (or temporality) of progress.5 What gets lost in the rhetoric of trauma 
is the idea that the same disruptive index, the same novel medium, acquires 
its existential force over us precisely because it promises to mediate a new 
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whole, to become a new and improved functional standard for organization. 
Meanwhile, the strictly heterogeneous real—the real of recent radical politi-
cal theory—only puts order into constant flux to assure the autonomy of the 
political realm. This radical politics’ highest reality—its ultima ratio regnum, 
as it were—is the recognition that the political has no positive reality other 
than itself: it is pure medium without system, where “the system” would 
only figure for it as a binding centripetal force. Boris Groys, as we have seen, 
has supplied this ultima ratio with its reductio ad absurdum. The fantasy of 
Groys’s “communist postscript” consists in imagining a social space com-
pletely rewritten from its articulation in restrictive media like money, power, 
law, and erotics to its open dissemination in the most general and unsys-
tematic medium of figurative language. Or, as Giorgio Agamben puts it, 
“[P]olitics is the sphere neither of an end in itself nor of means subordinated 
to an end; rather, it is the sphere of a pure mediality without end, intended as 
the field of human action and of human thought.”6

	 As a dream of medium without system, the new political ontology abol-
ishes the constitutive tensions between system and sovereignty. By con-
trast, in the literature of real socialism that Fühmann exemplifies, the me-
dium and its endless proliferation of “Thirdness,” as Peirce characterized 
the nature of symbolic circulation, is always confronted with its inherent 
“Twoness,” Peirce’s term for the nature of indexical reference.7 In its ongo-
ing articulation of the world, the medium inevitably also prepares the site 
where the world encounters its boundary. A social medium is strictly not 
self-sufficient, “a means without end” in Agamben’s phrase, but is also al-
ways an index for something outside of itself. That outside figures as both 
another sovereignty and another system, as both a violent creatio ex nihilo 
and supervening order of commensuration.

2.	fühmann by contrast to wolf: christa wolf’s 
identification with identification

It wasn’t ordained by the good Lord that a typewriter sheet has to 
measure 210 by 297 millimeters. [. . .] For the first time you realize 
the presumption of naming one’s own measurements DIN, mean-
ing Das Ist Norm—this is the norm.

—Christa Wolf, Patterns of Childhood8

	 Before giving a more conventional literary-biographical introduction 
to Fühmann at the beginning of Part Two, I want to introduce him into 
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this theoretical context by sketching a heuristic contrast between him and 
the best known East German writer, Christa Wolf. This contrast sharpens 
our sense of how the theoretical terms I laid out in the last chapter re-
late to a writer whose work is so saturated with its particular context that 
the prospect of my theoretical terminology meeting his literary language 
might seem farfetched. Fühmann and Wolf make an illuminating contrast 
not only because of the intelligence of their critical commitment to GDR 
socialism and the intense friendship that ensued through their loyal dissi-
dence but also because they instantiate opposite literary sensibilities whose 
divergent paths follow closely just the disjunctions of media and equilibria 
I have been elaborating in the previous chapter. Where Wolf is concerned 
with the mediated identity of selfhood and the desire for an authentic, sta-
ble equilibrium of social belonging, Fühmann is concerned with the mul-
tiplicity of mediated worlds and the nonuniqueness of any equilibrium. 
Fühmann’s writing figures socialism under the grammatical sign of the de-
ictic partitive—socialism is some one thing, not another. Harking back to 
the Aristotelian tode ti or hoc aliquid, this deictic partitive functions as the 
index of the recalcitrantly empirical world. Its partiality and multiplicity 
drive Fühmann’s narrative quests with ever increasing violence beyond the 
limits of identification into excess, transgression, and, ultimately, rupture. 
Wolf ’s writing figures socialism under the grammatical sign of the privative 
(or internal negation)—socialism is always a lacking state of disequilibrium 
or imbalance. Harking back to the Aristotelian sterhsi~ or privatio boni, 
this privative functions as a mediating symbol whose infinite relativity al-
ways calls for an interpreter. Its restless incompletion turns her novels ever 
inward in a process of groping—the tâtonnement or Abtasten of a feedback 
loop9—searching for an immanent measure or standard around which a 
stable identity might converge. The intensity of both writers’ work points 
toward the radical otherness distinguishing the system whose presence 
they are trying to grasp. Whether in an impossible rupture or an impossible 
identification, an image of unity and sovereignty flashes up now and again 
fleetingly through their writing.
	 Let us turn to Christa Wolf and briefly see how the themes of her work 
tie in with the arguments we have been developing about the reality of 
socialism. Wolf epitomizes a narrative ambition complementary to Füh-
mann’s: instead of a paradoxical identification with change and plurality, 
Wolf looks inward into her characters and their social milieu in search of 
“the very inmost part, where the nucleus of the personality develops and 
consolidates,” as she put it in her influential 1968 statement of socialist 
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poetics, “The Reader and the Writer,” an essay called the “founding docu-
ment” of critical GDR literature.10 A substantial body of literary study has 
linked Wolf ’s work closely with this theme of interiority, especially with 
issues of feminine subjectivity, the difficulty of achieving a coherent nar-
rative voice, and the importance of spiritual depth in a modern world of 
technological alienation and military violence.11 Like Fühmann, Wolf be-
gins her literary reflections with a society transformed by “the revolution 
that does away with private property in the means of production” (196). 
Wolf proposes that “one should ask oneself whether the emergence of a 
new kind of society does not confront the writer who deliberately commits 
himself to it with tasks radically different from simply modifying the con-
tent of old literary patterns” (202). This firm starting point—the new kind 
of society—is the “established fact” (202) from which Wolf ’s controversial, 
because explicitly relativist, socialist realism begins. How are its tasks “radi-
cally different” from those of old literary patterns?
	 According to the structuralist critic Tzvetan Todorov, “the minimal 
complete plot consists in the passage from one equilibrium to another. An 
‘ideal’ narrative begins with a stable situation which is disturbed by some 
power or force. There results a state of disequilibrium; by the action of a 
force directed in the opposite direction, the equilibrium is re-established; 
the second equilibrium is similar to the first, but the two are never iden-
tical.”12 Todorov’s structuralist impulse is comprehensive and ahistorical, 
seeking “the codes and conventions which make . . . meanings possible.”13 
Wolf ’s problem, however, is that the new world her writing is announc-
ing is not complete and ahistorical, but characterized precisely by its un-
precedented newness. “A change has occurred in one’s perception of the 
world that even casts doubts on the unimpeachable memory; we see ‘the 
world’ once more—but what do we mean by the world?—in a different 
light” (177). The “equilibrium states” through which she might refer to her 
world are simply lacking. Disequilibrium is not a brief passage in her plots 
between stable starting and end points, but the existential condition of her 
writing. Historicizing an a priori narrative grammar like Todorov’s, Wolf 
comments on the development of the modern plot [Fabel]:

[T]his construction, built on an extremely solid foundation, was bound to show 
up most clearly in those plots that ended in tragedy—typical for the bourgeois 
novel; and the dying hero also bequeathed to his heirs some unquestionable 
constant values: reality, whatever might be understood by this, and space and 
time as its immovable coordinates. The unrivaled optimism of this mechanism, 
not to be doubted even by those it crushes, is obvious: I perish, but it remains 
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and moves. This had a function, it encouraged understanding and imagination, 
stimulated ability, exposed contradictions without endangering the substance 
and, in every case, engendered reality. (195)

	 Against the immovable “coordinates” in which the bourgeois novel 
functions, described so neatly by Todorov as an equilibrium equation, Wolf 
suggests that socialism has introduced an inevitable relativism that leaves 
behind “a mechanical attitude to the world in favor of a dialectical one” 
(195). Emblematic for Wolf of this new attitude is the physicist responsible 
for “the uncertainty principle” in natural science, Werner Heisenberg. The 
new writer, like the subatomic relativist, must be guided by an “urge to 
go forward into those still uncharted regions in which the structure of the 
moral world of man living in society is open to question, a feeling perhaps 
similar to the cautious groping of the atomic scientist when he ventures to 
develop provisional pictures of what goes on inside the atom. We are fas-
cinated, not without reason, by an adventure that takes the outward form 
of extremely exact, delicate and probably, through constant repetition, mo-
notonous measurements” (200).
	 The heroic relativism of Wolf ’s new socialist writer, however, encoun-
ters the unheroic problem of any relativism taken to its logical extreme. As 
each provisional system of values gives way to the next, no system has any 
meaning for any other until the din of an infinite regression finally drowns 
out the possibility of a shared world. Plato first played out the absurdity 
of such absolute relativism in the Socratic dialogue Theaetetus, where he 
demonstrates the incoherence of Protagoras’ famously plural notion that 
“each man is the measure of each and every thing.”14 For no matter how 
precise each person’s measurement of each thing, the measurement would 
be obsolete as soon as it was taken, since, as Socrates notes, nothing “even 
appear[s] the same to yourself, because you never remain in the same con-
dition.”15 As a result, says Socrates, reducing Protagoras’ idea to absurdity, 
“we must not admit the expressions ‘something’ or ‘somebody’s’ or ‘mine’ 
or ‘this’ or ‘that’ or any other word that brings things to a standstill.”16 
The basic indexicals of empirical reference are impossible. The world that 
the socialist writer, tossed onto terra incognita, would want to point to as 
“something,” as “this” world, this new world, vainly regresses—it is a “con-
stant repetition” that does not converge on a stable picture of an atom, or 
consolidate the “nucleus of the personality,” but explodes into meaningless 
noise.
	 Reflecting on this problem of trying to stabilize “a pattern of experience” 
in her life, Wolf comes across a banal, but disturbing childhood memory:
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I remember the can of Libby’s milk that confused me as a child, the paper band 
on which a smiling nurse balances another can of Libby’s milk with that con-
founded nurse on it, now very small, with the ever-present can balanced on her 
hand . . . and so on ad infinitum, no longer to be seen but, and that was the 
horrible suggestion, on which tinier and tinier nurses went on holding out cans 
of condensed milk to the consumer. This thought irritated me because the entire 
effort of imagination led to nothing, the funnel down which one had forced 
one’s imagination to creep finally ended up in empty space. (179–80)

This infinite regression represents the potentially ruinous disequilibrium 
with which the new socialist plot begins—or fails to begin.17 The task of 
the writer is not to return the tenuous story of socialism to a balance like 
one that had existed earlier, before the revolution doing away with pri-
vate property, but to assess the new story, to see where it is tending, to 
be sensitive to its immanent disposition. “If questions of reference of the 
sort we are considering make sense only relative to a background language, 
then evidently questions of reference for the background language make 
sense in turn only relative to a further background language,” Quine ar-
gues about the relativity of existence and experience. But he seems to see a 
handy way out that Plato denied was possible in such a relativistic world: 
“In practice of course we end the regress of coordinate systems by some-
thing like pointing.”18 Indeed, as we suggested, the socialist narrator would 
like to point at the relationships in which she and her characters are em-
bedded and exclaim, like Miranda, “Oh, brave new world that has such 
people in it,” but the problem is that, without a pre-existing equilibrium 
to give the world its identity as a self-compatible and coordinated whole, 
there is nothing recognizably there to point to.19 Unable to point directly 
at the world, Wolf points at change itself as an index of something—social-
ism—that only exists as a possible tendency eventually reconciling her state 
of disequilibrium. “A change has occurred[;] . . . the unease [Unruh] is ob-
servable” (177, translation modified). The unease is observable.
	 Here, in Wolf ’s foundational document of GDR literature, we come 
across two of the central themes of her writing. First, there is the disequi-
librium of the socialist narrative. This disequilibrium bears a privative re-
lationship to equilibrium, just as the observable unease with change bears 
a privative relation to an as yet unperceivable ease. Wolf ’s writing seeks to 
determine whether the disequilibrium of her experiences will become the 
balanced identity to which the experiences bear such a profound internal 
relation of lack; whether palpable unease will eventually turn into the ease 
of a “new way of being in the world.” Since the lacking equilibrium or 
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ease—the stable state—cannot be pointed at directly, it has to be referred 
to indirectly. Such indirect pointing—given the technical name “deferred 
ostension” by Quine20—is the way that we point to a meter to say that our 
car has gas (or does not), and this meter and its metrics constitute a second 
key socialist theme of Wolf ’s writing: the desired, but deferred index of the 
socialist real. Unlike the case in Fühmann, the index never strikes directly 
in Wolf, but always leaves space and time for interpretation.
	 “Prose makes people, in a double sense,” Wolf contends at the end of 
her essay, describing prose as the crucial medium for consolidating socialist 
reality, a medium more promising for her than money, whose black and 
white rigidity she sees as holding little prospect for equilibriating socialism. 
“It breaks up deadly simplification by displaying the possibilities of living 
in a human way. It serves as a store of experience and judges the structures 
of human societies from the point of view of productivity. It can compress 
and save time by playing through on paper the experiments facing man-
kind; here it coincides with the standards of socialist society” (212). These 
flexible socialist standards we might call the improved DIN of the system, 
where Deutsche Industrie Normen (German Industrial Norms) are the fixed 
physical standards by which the engineered German economy reproduces 
and optimizes itself as a quality-controlled system. At the same time, if the 
literary meter of ease and unease, balance and imbalance, begins to point 
away from a stable value, then socialist prose will not issue in new and 
higher standards for the coming society, but only in noise, in the din of a 
fading future, in an ever smaller nurse holding an ever smaller can of milk.

3.	 socialism beyond system: franz fühmann’s 
desire for the optimum optimorum

I won’t be able to get out of my skin anymore and I never could 
. . . Still, to escape one’s skin.

—Franz Fühmann, Twenty-two Days21

	 Let us now anticipate the contrary direction of Fühmann’s work and 
how it relates to our conceptual apparatus, deferring the details of his oeu-
vre and biography until Chapter 4.22 “From where does one start in draw-
ing up a balance?” Fühmann asks in his 1973 “Lebensbilanz,” his midcareer 
assessment of his life up to that point, Twenty-two Days or Half a Lifetime.23 
“Of course, from ‘my function’—but who is to guide one to it?” In a famous 
slogan, Quine comments that “to be is to be the value of a variable”; but, 
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he goes on to caution, this existential function serves only “in testing the 
conformity of a given remark or doctrine to a prior ontological standard.”24 
That standard, as Fühmann’s work demonstrates, is especially elusive in a 
real socialism that is based on a claim of radical otherness to prior social 
systems such as Weimar liberalism and Nazi fascism. But at the midpoint 
of his career, in 1973, the lack of a starting point for assessing the balance 
of his life is becoming alarming. In the subsequent dozen years until his 
death in 1984, his search for the variables identifying his social function (to 
realize “socialism”?) and the values balancing it (those of the “New Man”?) 
becomes only more desperate and intense—but never leads him to a firm 
answer. Instead, it draws him along a path of increasingly perverse, violent, 
and dysfunctional stories to the limits of his literary medium, where he 
arrives again at the ancient Eleatic paradoxes of transformation whose dis-
abling contradictions it had been his life’s work to overcome. “My vain at-
tempts . . . to describe that which is called transformation!” he sighs. “It is 
the experience of my life, for twenty years my theme, but it is really still just 
an intention . . .” (99). One generation before Socrates, the Eleatic philoso-
phers Zeno and Parmenides, the founders of ontological thought, held the 
view that everything is one unchanging whole (to eon), that transforma-
tion and plurality are unreal. Even motion, according to Zeno’s best known 
paradox, is impossible, for in moving from one point to another, one must 
always pass the halfway point, and, since there remains always another half 
to traverse, one never arrives at one’s goal. Revisiting these ontological 
paradoxes in the writings of his remaining half a life, however, Fühmann 
never finds the classical balance of the single Parmenidean substance—the 
structure and stasis of the whole—but is compelled to the opposite conclu-
sion: only transformation and plurality are real.
	 How was Fühmann to know that the halfway point marked by his book 
was actually closer to the end of his career in the ungentle hands of colon 
cancer and the end of socialism in capitulation to capitalist West Germany? 
Yet in the face of inevitable uncertainty, he initially hazards a voluntaristic 
answer to the question of the right vantage for assessing the balance of his 
life, entertaining the idea of a self-sufficient Archimedean standpoint (pou 
stw) outside the partial functions of one system or another. He tentatively 
ventures that the “sovereign decision of the individual writer” (85) estab-
lishes a center of gravity around which the writer’s world revolves, the poet 
being, in Novalis’s words, “the self-consciousness of the universe.”25 Such 
sovereign capability, Fühmann surmises, depends in turn on the unique-
ness of a writer, “and this indispensability should also be the starting point 
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of society” (85). But his sovereign hopes promptly stumble upon that first 
surmise, for who qualifies as irreplaceably unique in the brutal context of 
the twentieth century? He reminds himself that, although his function as a 
young soldier in Hitler’s war happened to be telegraphing from the front 
and not gassing inmates at Auschwitz, “you would have functioned in Aus-
chwitz exactly as you had behind your telegraph machine in Charkow or 
Athens: that’s why you were there, my friend” (207). “An equal sign be-
tween you and [Auschwitz guard Oswald] Kaduk? Yes . . . your transfor-
mation begins in the moment that you see Nuremberg as your own case” 
(210). Only by grasping the universal comparability and interchangeabil-
ity of elements in a system—that is, only by apprehending the system as a 
specific unity—is another system imaginable. Transformation emerges as a 
consequence of being some one thing and not another. His own plurality 
appears by way of this insight into his larger identity, and only in the multi-
plicity of such identities is the stasis of one system or another, be it fascism 
or something more benign, escapable: “[B]eing open toward every direc-
tion: the decisive conjunctures of life, points of possible transformation, 
but also possible non-transformation, and the sum of the avenues between 
such open points, all this is biography” (114).
	 Like the openness and totality of the biography to which it refers, the 
linguistic medium itself in Fühmann’s view is plural in its relationship to 
its “boundary conditions, experience” (Quine). “Could it be,” Fühmann 
asks, “that in the various aspects of its primary meaning a sentence is in 
each instance false, but in the totality of all its aspects true?” Like the earlier 
hypothesis of a sovereign decision, this question puts forward the roman-
tic hypothesis of a “Universalpoesie.”26 If such a sentence exists, he infers, 
“then the concept of the optimum belongs to the concept of a declarative 
sentence: with regard to all its aspects—optimum exactness. Could one say: 
optimal univocity?” (193). This idea of an optimum is a crucial idea in Füh-
mann’s writing, reappearing in different contexts and guises as a hope for 
a balanced perspective (the most meaningful one—and in that superlative 
sense no longer a perspective, but an ultimate truth) achieved beyond the 
merely provincial optima of a given system. The essential point Fühmann is 
making is that for any claim to universality, one needs singularity—a single 
scale relating every part over which to optimize meaning as exhaustive and 
impartial. Absolute optimality thus belongs to a conception of an ultimate 
medium—whether that medium is money, love, law, language, or some as 
yet unheard-of thing remains an open question.
	 This ideality of an absolute optimum is recognized as mathematically 
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untenable in General Equilibrium accounts of the liberal economy. In a 
central GE tenet, the equilibrium characteristic of the money economy is 
established at what is known as a “Pareto optimum.”27 Pareto optimality 
describes an optimum with respect to variables mediated in a single, exist-
ing system of interrelations, and it expresses the point where their values 
are maximized. In a liberal economy, a state is defined as Pareto optimal 
if, given available capacities and supplies, there is no other state that satis-
fies at least one consumer to a higher degree and none to a lower. It is a 
local optimum over a given set of alternatives that are not compared as 
independently subsisting cardinal values, but ranked as relative preferences 
(ordinal values) by pleasure-maximizing consumers. Importantly, a Pareto 
optimum, the only one available in GE, is not the universal optimum per 
se. It is the best equilibrium state to which an existing system is disposed. 
It has no way to refer to optima to which the system has no immanent dis-
position.
	 Returning to Fühmann’s observations about language and its possibili-
ties of meaning, we can follow how this same notion of a local (Pareto) 
optimum fails the optimistic desires of Fühmann’s own writing. An op-
timum, in its constitution through a single scale, is never a true optimum 
optimorum—the best of the best. When Fühmann reflects on the idea of 
the superlative, he notes that a superlative is by definition a singular and 
a conclusion, not a multiple and new beginning. “The best” is always just 
one thing and the last thing in a series. “Each use of the superlative,” he 
observes, “is a piece of pessimism: here is the peak, from here nothing goes 
any further.” The singularity of “the best”—the optimum—defeats the pos-
sibility of something “better” through the stasis of its own conclusiveness: 
“Superlatives set terminals: to this point and no further! What goes beyond 
it is a new quality and starts again with the positive!” (97). Fühmann’s plots 
begin by seeking something that goes beyond the best and the most, as a 
foundational, albeit still partial element of another sequence—and in the 
escalating narrative violence of this quest to found a final series, his pro-
tagonists come to recognize the impossibility of their desire and the conse-
quent plurality and incommensurability of their foundation.
	 If a Pareto optimum is the only optimum available to an economy in 
the view of orthodox economics, then GE serves as a foil for Fühmann’s 
desire for an optimum optimorum. Where GE purports to identify the mon-
etary economy with a rigorous mathematical relation, Fühmann’s desire to 
transgress that relation leads him to identify with difference from economy, 
and the content of that difference is socialism, as the equilibrium relation’s 
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negation and supersession in the absolutely new. The merely ordinal rela-
tion of GE theory is surpassed in the cardinality of the unconditional best. 
Fühmann’s literary identification with socialism thus takes on the form of 
an identification with difference from economy.
	 Because identification, as we have seen in the discussion of media, is it-
self a quasi-economic process of finding a unique balance, an identification 
with difference from economy is necessarily also a paradoxical formulation. 
The violence of this paradox was a central theme of the French surreal-
ist and “anti-economist” Georges Bataille, whose work proposes a state of 
egalitarian consumption in a realm outside of and prior to conventional 
liberal economics of scarcity.28 For Bataille the goal of life, which he called 
“sovereignty,” is excess beyond all utility, including the utility of reproduc-
tion—sovereignty is a pure eroticism rather than a calculating economy, 
or, as he grandly put it, it is “a freedom for which, instantly, everything is 
resolved, everything is rich—in other words, everything [. . .] is commensu-
rate with the universe.”29 This Bataillean excess and abandon, like its thrifty 
and husbanding opposite, GE, also serves as a foil for Fühmann’s desire to 
identify socialism as something that can be experienced and written about 
as a really existing difference.
	 As the GDR abolished private property, capital, and the money-price 
system in its founding years, it transgressed the orthodox taboos of eco-
nomic identity. “Would the communist society,” Fühmann wonders, “be 
the society without taboos?” (174). Without taboos of thrift and measure, 
is one left with only the erotics of sheer unbounded drive as a beyond to 
economics? But in what sense could one speak of any existence uneconomi-
cally, as pure means or pure ends? These typical Fühmann conundrums are 
those of what I call the “systems erotics of socialism,” the passionate dialec-
tic by which Fühmann writes of his commitment to socialism as a search 
for an optimum optimorum that takes the form of an identification with dif-
ference from economy, an evisceration of and desire for all the achieve-
ments of self-ordering.
	 Using a theological rather than libidinal analogy, Niklas Luhmann makes 
a similar point about how fundamental this movement of self-supersession 
is to the identity of socialism:

In religious cosmology the devil had the function of introducing moral difference 
into the world. Observing God, the devil wouldn’t think of soaring to the level 
of God the Lord, since that would mean: desiring to be better than the best, and 
to be one as The One. . . . In capitalist cosmology this law repeats itself. Capital-
ism’s incontrovertible economic success cannot be outdone. . . . When socialism 
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makes the attempt, it fails; which it might have recognized by normal scientific 
means. Meanwhile, however, the moral difference is made use of. Whoever mor-
ally rejects capitalism owes his position to the devil; and socialism, should one 
want to speak of it well—that is, badly—is in this sense of the devil’s party.30

4.	  sovereignty beyond person:  
the erotics of distinction

A sudden blow: the great wings beating still
Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed
By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,
He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.
How can those terrified vague fingers push
The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?
And how can body, laid in that white rush,
But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?
A shudder in the loins engenders there
The broken wall, the burning roof and tower
And Agamemnon dead.
Being so caught up,
So mastered by the brute blood of the air,
Did she put on his knowledge with his power
Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?

—William Butler Yeats, “Leda and the Swan”31

	 If in this chapter and the previous one, I have been criticizing the way 
the “new political ontology” values sovereignty at the expense of system, 
the remainder of the chapter comes back to sovereignty as the unfulfillable 
genus, as the desired One, the Best One, the optimum optimorum, that is 
always divided again by the specificity of its systemic boundaries. In this 
sense, I want to be clear that by arguing for (if not exclusively in) an ana-
lytic idiom of pragmatic realism, I am not dedicating myself only to the 
“delicate and . . . monotonous measurements” Wolf admired in the sub-
atomic scientist. Rather, the ecstasies and intensities hinted at in political 
ontology return in Fühmann’s writing to qualify the system, just as the 
system qualifies the sovereign. As contrasting as their narrative arcs and 
affects are, Wolf and Fühmann are both writing about the conflict between 
sovereignty and system in socialism. They desire the sovereign essence of 
their socialist commitments—the self-sufficiency of belonging to the best 
there is—but they can locate it only by affirming their system’s difference, 
by constantly dividing the ontological unity whose consolation they seek.
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	 Modern political philosophy is far from unanimous about what sover-
eignty actually means. I want to consider briefly three distinct aspects of 
sovereignty before returning to the sense that I see as most relevant to Füh-
mann’s writing. In the work of Carl Schmitt, who remains the touchstone 
for contemporary discussion, sovereignty is the personal element in politics. 
It is the guarantee that politics cannot be separated from the subjectivity of 
its leaders. To say that sovereignty is the highest power, underived from 
anything else, does not distinguish for Schmitt what sovereignty actually 
comes down to—which for him is the decision on the state of exception. 
This fateful decision can have no objectivity, since it applies by definition 
to what lies beyond any shared system of rules. It is nothing other than 
the demand that personality, or, in another idiom, life, be accorded its full 
political due.32 This insistence on the personal, in the idiom of life I have 
alluded to, continues in the work of Giorgio Agamben, who seeks his own 
synthesis of what real life, before its bifurcation into biological life (zoe) 
and religious-juridical life (bios), demands from a future politics.
	 Although both Schmitt and Agamben want to save the personality from 
the system, respecting sovereignty is the solution for Schmitt, whereas it is 
the problem for Agamben.33 In Agamben’s account, sovereignty character-
izes a state’s exceptional origin in the very effacement of its origin, wherein 
sovereign authority banishes its founding scapegoat (the unacceptable sac-
rifice) from any self-accounting. The scapegoat figure, which Agamben calls 
the homo sacer, is produced as the immanent exclusion constituting both 
the juridical and religious orders. Such an exclusion grants these orders—
the bases of the modern state—the ability to dispose over their discounted 
misfits as “mere life.” Not the decisive leader, but the concentration camp is 
Agamben’s image for what sovereign power comes down to: in the name 
of order, sovereignty degrades the disorderly into unworthy and indifferent 
life.
	 Agamben’s account leads us from Schmitt’s personalism to the second 
of three main aspects of sovereignty as it is currently discussed—namely, its 
status as the obscure origin of state authority, as both a universal law-giv-
ing property and an exceptional property of standing above the law. This is 
Hannah Arendt’s theme in On Revolution, where a state’s sovereign consti-
tution makes it simultaneously an exception to any pre-existing authority 
(violently born out of the ruins of the ancien régime) and an object subor-
dinated to its own new authority (in violation of its founding exceptional-
ity).34 Arendt puts the vicious circle, whose clearest formulation she traces 
to Abbé Sieyès, this way: “[T]hose who get together to constitute a new 
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government are themselves unconstitutional, that is, they have no author-
ity to do what they have set out to achieve. The vicious circle in legislating 
is present [. . .] in laying down the fundamental law, the law of the land or 
the constitution which, from then on, is supposed to incarnate the ‘higher 
law’ from which all laws ultimately derive their authority.”35 Rather than 
the necessity of personal leadership, what comes to the fore in Arendt is the 
necessity that sovereignty not be hypostatized as an absolute origin (arché) 
beyond all procedure. Indeed, as much as Arendt wants to preserve the 
personal deliberative element of politics, system returns in her account as 
the only way to secure the ongoing legitimation of the exception.
	 The third theme, finally, is symmetrical to the second—not the paradox 
of origin (arché), but that of finality (telos).36 This is the theme of Bataille’s 
The Accursed Share, where sovereignty “has little to do with the sovereignty 
of States,” but is a quasi-economic notion distinguished by “the consump-
tion of wealth, as against labor and servitude, which produce wealth with-
out consuming it.”37 In Bataille, as we saw in the section just above, the 
paradox is that the aspiration to sovereignty, in order truly to refer only 
to itself as its own end, cannot be subordinated to any other end, yet the 
very process of sustaining and reproducing itself implies subordination to 
the means of its perpetuation. Where Arendt wants to solve the problem 
of how eruptive revolutions establish new authority binding in perpetu-
ity (the “perpetual union” of the American Articles of Confederation), the 
anarchic Bataille recoils at the infinitely reciprocal bonds of perpetuity as 
precisely the burden that sovereignty needs to shuck off. “We may say, in 
other words, that it is servile to consider duration first, to employ the pres-
ent time for the sake of the future, which is what we do when we work.”38 
For Bataille, sovereignty can ultimately only be an act of useless immola-
tion (inutilité).
	 As much as these various understandings of sovereignty illuminate cru-
cial issues in Fühmann’s writing, the challenge in my own use of the term 
is to express the positive differential that matters for Fühmann, the decisive 
quality of socialist sovereignty. Sovereignty for our purposes is not a per-
sonalistic property, but a property guaranteeing system distinction—it is the 
substance of a difference. Neither the origin nor end of politics, sovereignty 
hovers, like system, around the limits of important decisions. In this sense, 
even the freest, most unencumbered action is always a reaction; while even 
the most servile reaction harbors active initiative. By emphasizing only the 
latter half of the equation, the new political ontology portrays politics as 
both supremely generative and an end in itself. For Ernesto Laclau, as we 
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have seen, the sovereign is approximated by the “empty signifier” to which 
the political contest strives to assign a proper name. “Identification with 
the empty signifier is the sine qua non for the emergence of a ‘people.’”39 
But since such popular identification cannot ever be complete, “there is no 
beyond the play of differences.”40 The inevitability of interpretative play in 
political contestation is what enables hegemony and lends politics its gen-
erative force. What matters in Fühmann’s stories, by contrast, is precisely 
what does indeed lie beyond the play of differences—namely, the differ-
ence that makes a difference. Identity is not a-morphous, but results from 
a meta-morphosis as sharp as the scalpel separating it out as something new. 
Tough boundaries and unforgiving changes, the signs indicating superior-
ity and inferiority in social progress, have shaped the history of real social-
ism Fühmann is narrating.
	 In this chapter’s epigraph Niklas Luhmann reminds us that “boundar-
ies are . . . skin.” Fühmann, who calls transformation his lifelong theme, 
imagines the way transformation violates boundaries as a process of getting 
out of one’s skin. As Luhmann notes, while the skin seems to be self-gener-
ated from one point of view, from another it seems imposed; and from a 
third point of view, “one cannot decide whether a boundary belongs to the 
system or to the environment.”41 Another way to put Luhmann’s dilemma 
here is to say that it is not universally evident whether the sovereign sets 
the boundaries—decides, in Schmitt’s language, between friend and foe—or 
whether the sovereign has the boundaries imposed, and is hardly sovereign 
after all. Without a system commitment, the very idea of decision is jeop-
ardized. The ability to make a sovereign decision is a result of systemizing 
real options, which bring in turn a liability to succumb to the system’s judg-
ments. It is just this dilemma of the skin that Fühmann sees enacted with 
brutal logic upon Marsyas, the hapless satyr flayed alive by Apollo in the 
classical Greek myth. What is at issue for Fühmann is whether the infinite 
playfulness of the satyr can ever encounter the otherness of its boundaries, 
whether it can—to hark back to Zeno—ever actually get anywhere, “beyond 
the play of differences.” By the same token, he wonders whether Apollo’s 
particular judgments are not always betrayed by their abstractly universal 
form. Can Marsyas ever get out of his skin? Can Apollo ever embrace his 
own embodiment? The harshness of Fühmann’s mythical vision seems to 
confirm the supposed inability of socialism to reform, let alone transform. 
Singular and uncomprehending, socialism, in Fühmann’s bloody figures of 
evisceration, appears captive to its inability to shed its straitening skin.
	 But reading Fühmann’s work as focused on socialism’s immoveable body 
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would be the wrong reading. What stands out is the challenge posed to the 
singularity of sovereignty by actuality of other systems, by the plurality of 
choices that might make a difference. Socialist sovereignty in Fühmann is 
not a pure presence, without reference to anything else—it is not simply a 
name or an icon of itself—but emerges through a quest for the reference, for 
the specific quality that makes socialism worth embracing as the new, and 
best, body politic. On the face of it, however, such plurality seems worlds 
away from the stereotypical image of the grim Berlin Wall, armed borders 
shielding Communist Party functionaries resisting mounting pressures to 
reform their hide-bound system. Plurality’s enormous ideological signifi-
cance seems instead to belong to the “open society” of the liberal West. Be-
sides denoting multiplicity, plurality connotes a process of liberal integra-
tion: e pluribus unum, in the motto of the Great Seal of the United States. 
It connotes tolerance, diversity, and the peaceful coexistence of differences. 
In its received liberal sense, plurality is surely an inappropriate word for an 
oeuvre conspicuously lacking in reassurance. Fühmann’s dark affinities with 
Romanticism, Vitalism, and Decisionism—movements associated with con-
servative names such as Novalis, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and 
Jünger—suggest at first glance what historian Fritz Stern ominously called 
German “illiberalism” and what Lukács summarily dismissed as “the destruc-
tion of reason.”42 While East German avant-garde dramatist Heiner Müller 
had no qualms about provocatively affirming Carl Schmitt’s influence on 
him, in Fühmann’s writing the decisionist elements remain reluctant, only 
to explode with the overpowering necessity of a story’s irrational develop-
ment.43 Fühmann’s work tends to extremes, challenging the integration of 
difference in favor of its disruption, supersession, and renewed eruption. To 
get out of one’s skin means for Fühmann not to reinvent oneself through a 
fresh-faced makeover, but to ground oneself in the singularity and sublimity 
of difference from everything familiar: to stand alone.
	 If, against common sense, I maintain the concept of plurality as the 
touchstone of Fühmann’s socialist realism, it is because the lonely sov-
ereign sublime appears in it again and again not as a cipher of mystical 
self-sufficiency, not as pure symbolic representation with no reference, but 
to vouchsafe the real substance of the distinction between socialism and 
capitalism: that they qualify as alternatives to each other, that they sup-
ply grounds for a choice between them, that system plurality is substantial 
and not cosmetic, that socialism is some one thing and not something else. 
Thus, the role of sovereignty in our discussion of Fühmann stands in con-
trast to a nostalgic corpus unum mysticum—or, as we will see, the chivalric 
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amorous union—whose ripe symbolism flourished in the fin de siècle lit-
erature of decadence and Jungendstil that nonetheless influenced Fühmann, 
and whose theorization in Ernst Kantorowicz’s 1957 study The King’s Two 
Bodies continues to inform contemporary analyses of sovereignty. Examin-
ing “the halo of perpetuity” gracing a medieval king, Kantorowicz observes 
that while authority is embodied by the mortal king, his physical death 
does not entail a discontinuous interregnum.44 Rather, the problem of or-
derly succession is resolved by postulating two bodies for the king, a mortal 
body [corporis naturalis] and a body politic [corpus mysticum]. Whereas the 
mortal body dies, the body politic functions as corporation in perpetuity, 
passing on the majesty and dignity of the royal institution from one sov-
ereign to the next. Drawing upon Kantorowicz by way of Claude Lefort, 
Julia Hell’s study of East German literature, Post-Fascist Fantasies, character-
izes its foundational narratives as ideological fantasies of two bodies: an an-
tifascist father’s body and the sublime communist body.45 Focusing on the 
patriarchal iconography of party leaders, on the symbolism of red flags and 
martyred dead, Hell’s reading of GDR literature accords socialism no spe-
cific difference; socialist society in Hell’s analysis has no reference beyond 
the symbolism of its own sovereignty, in which self-sacrificing antifascists 
endlessly battle fascists over the empty space of the sublime father.
	 Fühmann’s portrayals of the dilemmas of socialist sovereignty cannot 
be contrasted more strongly. His growing aversion to the pious pageantry 
of red flags and heroes, to talismanic words like “the people” and “socialist 
fatherland,” is what drives his quest for a qualitative difference beyond the 
ancient symbolism that the new socialist states heavy-handedly sought to 
appropriate for themselves. The turbulent socialism of rational plans and 
irrational choices that emerges in Fühmann is worlds away from medieval 
corporations and stately rituals of majesty; worlds away from the homog-
enous community called forth by a leader’s glorious martial decisions. Al-
ready in his 1965 antiwar story “King Oedipus,” Oedipus’ patricidal drama 
is displaced by the more subtle one of Teiresias, “who knew everything and 
didn’t speak for fear of what was to come.”46 If GDR literature could only 
produce antifascist negations of fascist fathers, then its emerging conflicts 
would omit the very third term that would constitute the coming social-
ist order. Fühmann’s literary test thus becomes whether socialism’s unique 
drama can be told in the idiom of its future, in the positivity of its differ-
ence—rather than in anxiety-filled rehearsals of its Red Army–aided rupture 
from fascism. Depicting neither the long-suffering perpetuity of a body 
politic, nor the rejuvenating pageantry of a royal succession, Fühmann’s 
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stories instead pursue a distinct articulation (or catastrophic disarticula-
tion) of a qualitative socialist difference. As Brecht wryly warned rhapso-
dists whose visions stopped at the glory of revolution, “[T]he struggles of 
the mountains are behind us, before us lie the struggles of the plains.”47

	 For the purposes of our readings, then, sovereignty is not the opposite 
of plurality, but the quality which ensures that multiplicity is not in name 
only. What is sovereign is the positive difference—the differentia specifica—
between capitalism, fascism, and socialism. In their process of mutual qual-
ification, however—and here is the rub—socialist sovereignty aspires to 
unqualified difference (difference without economic constraint): for what 
gives socialism its weight as a practical (if risky) choice is its potential to 
supersede and exclude capitalism as an inferior organization of modern ex-
perience. Fühmann’s violent fictions are not intolerant or chauvinist, as are 
some of their gloomier literary antecedents, but their topic is the intolerant 
metabolism—the diabolism—that regulates the relationship of difference 
to order and sovereignty to system. Distinction, change, and progress loom 
as frightening, even apocalyptic processes of separating and dividing, be-
ginning and ending that require “a step into the unknown that has nothing 
comparable in previous experience, a new dimension.”48

	 The commitment to “a new dimension” that characterizes Fühmann’s 
own work is conceived by him along the lines of an erotic commitment. 
In his 1975 poetic credo, “The Mythical Element in Literature,” Fühmann 
evokes for his readers the radiant horror surrounding a first sexual coupling, 
noting that the mysterious other one, like a new system, is “the enemy 
who will cut an unimaginable wound (Wunde) in the self, but this wound, 
as you vaguely suspect—or, better yet, as something in you knows—this 
wound is simultaneously the gate opening up onto the miraculous (Wun-
derbare)” (93). A primordial sexual myth like Leda and the Swan, endlessly 
and stubbornly varied throughout the mythic corpus, captures the tension 
of sovereignty and system so much more acutely than any didactic realism 
could, precisely because “the real career and status designations” (95) of 
socialist society cannot encompass a reality large and significant enough 
to understand itself. While such precise designations point to “our famil-
iar way of being” [unseres vertrauten Daseins], they cannot point beyond 
that self-enclosed familiarity to any difference that truly makes a differ-
ence. They cannot capture the adversarial impulses of familiar affection and 
strange carnality that motivate a determination of, and commitment to, 
what is real. Conventional realism operates with one coordinate system, 
and so lacks the torsion, the productive skewing, that only the possibility 
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of two unrelated coordinate systems somehow relating to each other can 
have. “Myth,” in Fühmann’s view of its achievement, “reproduces a con-
tradiction [. . .]; in one aspect that we need recognize as essential, myth 
corresponds to life” (95). As general as its problematic is, the erotic myth of 
Leda and the Swan directs readers to the privation and superfluity of real 
experience in a way the punctilious ethics of a nominalist realism cannot. In 
Zeus’ seduction (or rape) of Leda (or Nemesis),

there is no bad and good in neat separation, in fact there is neither good nor bad 
at all, there is not even question and answer, here there is only one thing that 
could help, and that is experience, and this is exactly what is missing. Threat and 
temptation, fear and longing, terror and attraction, submission or refusal: every 
first amorous union is suspended between such poles. (94)

	 Just as the corpus unum mysticum of sovereignty is sundered by Fühmann’s 
pursuit of a qualitative reference for socialism’s difference, so we see that the 
amorous union is torn between poles of contrary affects, between the irrec-
oncilable choices presented in a first sexual encounter. Rather than resolv-
ing these oppositions into a perfumed unity of tender affection, into a tran-
scendental incorporation, Fühmann’s poetics is committed to the realism of 
irreducibly carnal erotics. Fear and desire, commitment or rejection—the 
erotic union, just like the sovereign socialist aspiration, is always divided 
and self-transgressing. This erotics of sovereignty, then, is the counterpart to 
the pragmatics of system that together inform Fühmann’s socialist realism.

5.	 socialist swan song?

	 In A Lover’s Discourse, Roland Barthes writes about the skin as an organ 
of love, the surface of the beloved body and the flat palm of the caressing 
hand; in fact, according to Barthes, the discourse of the lover itself forms a 
sensitive skin enveloping the lovers. “Language is a skin: I rub my language 
against the other.”49 Skin to skin. In this very personal essay, Barthes mas-
sages the contours of sentimental love to make its language more supple. 
It is a language of desire as deficiency and need for an other; a language 
wherein the lover forever lacks the resources to equal the adored beloved 
adumbrated in his adoring discourse. “He praises the other for being per-
fect, he glorifies himself for having chosen this perfect other; he imagines 
that the other wants to be loved, as he himself would want to be loved, not 
for one or another of his qualities, but for everything. . . .”50 It is a privative, 
if not ultimately private, language, in which the yearned-for plenitude of 
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love—where everything is rich and commensurate with the universe—al-
ways winds up maddeningly imperfect. Insofar as the couple still love each 
other, they are always robbed of their hoped-for Eden, always fleeing or 
pursuing the all-encompassing bliss of devotion, deprived of rest by every 
ruse of their insecure identities. “Love,” as Socrates says, “is the love of 
something which love hasn’t got, and consequently lacks.”51

	 In Barthes’s Sade/Fourier/Loyola, by contrast, the language—the skin—of 
tender love gives way to a sharp, vehement discourse.52 The love invoked 
is not gentle and affectionate, neglecting no pledge that might nurture the 
cozy equilibrium of union. Its rhetoric is not of shortage and want. Rather, 
love there is erotic love, violent and transgressive. Its rhetoric is one of 
excess, itemizing possessions until nothing counts anymore—for all that 
positive order taken together explodes in an ecstasy of material belong-
ing. The whole, intact surface articulated and caressed by the lover’s sweet 
words is now ruptured, slit, flayed. Pleasure respects no limits and crosses 
over the threshold of pain. The erotic union, as opposed to the tender one, 
violates inside and outside, self and other, one and all in the transgression 
of any singular envelope for life.
	 The contrast we drew between Fühmann’s figuration of multiplicity and 
excess and Wolf ’s figuration of privation and lack does not, of course, per-
tain to an intimate language of romantic love, but to the collectively pas-
sionate discourse of socialism. The writers’ passion for socialism, however, 
lends love’s powerful affect to their expression of it. Just as we desire in these 
pages to grasp socialism—its truth, its identity, its difference—so does the 
literature we analyze also desire it, cherishing each identifying mark and rel-
ishing every bloody difference. Lest this desire, so unbounded, be taken as 
utopian or aleatory—as if socialism were a cost-free game, were vain and for 
nothing, the shell game of political tacticians and the daydream of poets—it 
should be remembered that socialism both lacks and has in abundance a 
heap of real objects and demands a system for parceling them out. Its defi-
ance of utility-maximizing individualism and the balanced equations of GE 
characterizes a particular systematicity that is, maybe, nothing in particular. 
But if, or, especially if it has succeeded in the unlikely project of being noth-
ing in particular (that is, of being everything in general, like mana itself), 
then it has succeeded absolutely in achieving a complete, specific difference 
from the liberal world that triumphed over its challengers at the end of the 
twentieth century. For the liberal world is something in particular. Although 
deposed by a frustrated and sullen populace, and disposed of by imperial-
istic market machinery, socialism nonetheless reminds the new millennium 
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what its coming limitations and encounters might look like. The record of 
trial and error launched by socialism’s strange difference from economy is 
“what remains” in excess of the no-longer-really existing particularity of so-
cialism. Attested so passionately by Fühmann, socialism’s special antiecon-
omy echoes the more general one cited in our introduction:

[T]his economy is not appropriative, it remains “excessive,” it says only that 
unconditioned loss is not uncontrolled loss: loss must be ordered in order to 
become unconditional: the ultimate vacation, the denial of reciprocal economy, 
is itself obtained only by means of an economy: Sadian ecstasy, Fourierist jubi-
lation, Ignatian indifference, never exceed the language that constitutes them: 
isn’t a materialist rite that one beyond which there is nothing?53

	 Between the noch nicht [not yet] and nicht mehr [no more] of socialism’s 
various utopian and materialist rites comes nichts [nothing]. Were we to 
take a brief cabalistic turn, however, we might arrange things so that, be-
tween nicht mehr and noch nicht, we would read mehr noch [yet more]. “The 
Internationale” has a similar, but simpler economic calculus: “[We] have 
been naught, we shall be all.”

	 The three chapters of Part One have introduced us to the agenda of an 
ontological study of real socialism, and, finally, to a socialist literary maver-
ick who explores this ontology with single-minded—though indeed poly-
morphous—fascination. My hope is that this agenda, besides guiding Part 
Two of this study, might contribute to charting a course for keeping social-
ist culture in the canons of intellectual life; and that a revived concept of 
socialism, one not merely derivative of debates from the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, might illuminate the open-ended paradoxes generated 
by the last century’s socialist order, a social configuration usually under-
stood in terms of Cold War rigidity. Even more, I hope the agenda supplies 
some persuasive reasons for finding socialism “itself ” to be a still pressing 
question of our contemporaneity. The very possibility of systems like the 
free-market economy implies the possibility of “other” systems; and the 
empirical experience of nearly three-quarters of a century of real socialism 
actualizes that possibility as a practical task of intellect and imagination. 
Combining the possible and the actual, universal sense and specific refer-
ence, in a careful consideration of alternatives to the present order allows 
us to keep such grand, but gladly embraced, hypostases as equality, justice, 
welfare, and free play from becoming dead letters—and that vitality, after 
all, is socialism’s enduring desire.



PART II

PLURALITY AND THE  
OPTIMUM OPTIMORUM

[She] saw her world plunged into death, and saw 
again this Thing the old nurse bared to her, and 
seeing it, was overcome with emotion, at once a ri-
diculous languor and a monstrous sign, and sensed, 
barely loosening her limbs, the sweet perfection of 
her hale, ageless body and sensed in the appetite of 
the swelling also the swelling of her appetite, and felt 
her breasts tauten and felt blood again and desire, and 
their gazes met, mortal and divine, descended from 
one mean, and in the deathless eyes the old nurse saw 
the shimmer of a smile bloom . . .

—Fühmann, “Baubo”





chapter four

Diabolical Transformations:  
A Necessary Comrade

1.	 why fühmann?

His writing is not about something, it is that something itself.
—Samuel Beckett on James Joyce1

Poetry here succeeds in grasping a process of most intractable—
because as compact as it is nuanced—human reality, and it does 
so as simply and inexhaustibly as the figure √2 or log 2 grasps a 
number that, as precise as it is, cannot be expressed in decimals.

—Fühmann on Sarah Kirsch2

	 Although esteemed in reunified Germany, Franz Fühmann is not well 
known internationally, and the interpretive weight I put on him and his 
work asks for some legitimation. For an answer to the question, Why pick 
up Fühmann in the first place? there is no better place to turn than a 1994 
speech by Christa Wolf dedicating a new Franz Fühmann Elementary 
School near Potsdam. Wolf suggests to the assembled children and teach-
ers that one should read him “because immersing yourself in Fühmann’s 
books, you’ll be encouraged to take yourself seriously.”3 Fühmann himself 
fills out the picture of such seriousness in a 1979 plea to the GDR chief of 
party and state Erich Honecker: “I ask for only this one thing: to take my 
writing as it is intended: seriously, and originating from deepest sympathy 
for the development of our socialist democracy.”4 Seriousness in the sense 
conveyed by these quotations should not be confused with humorlessness 
or self-righteousness, but suggests a quality of weightiness fundamental to 
classical ethics. For Aristotle the weighty person, the spoudaios, lives with 
a sense of the importance of a life defined by both its contemporary rela-
tionships and its orientation toward the best possible completion.5 Even as 
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the spoudaios becomes the eiron (the ironic fool) in the anything but classi-
cal tribulations of the socialist experience, Fühmann insists on a classically 
imagined balance in conducting his authorship with respect to its public 
and to public authority—although this balance remains as elusive as any of 
its constituent elements.
	 As I claimed at the outset of Chapter 2, my aim here is to understand 
the Red Planet of real socialism by looking at some of its surviving frag-
ments—it won’t do, then, simply to frame Fühmann for a wider audience 
in the familiar terms of the Western literary tradition; rather, I must dis-
cover him in his irruptive specificity as a chunk of magma spewed from the 
Martian geology. At the same time, I need not make an exciting project 
of interplanetary exploration sound stingy by withholding details of Füh-
mann’s life and work, as though the times and places of his earthly itinerary 
would corrupt the grander mystery of the other system I am after. On the 
contrary, I trust the Red Planet to hold its own here, and without fearing 
that Fühmann will be domesticated by the familiar routines of the “author 
function,”6 I want to sketch an overview of what he wrote and who he is. 
After all, given the plentitude of Mars rocks eroding indifferently into the 
landscape of cosmopolitan literature, a reader might still harbor skepticism 
about the choice of Fühmann.
	 Part of the reason for Fühmann’s relatively modest reception in Ger-
many as well as abroad is surely his failure to reassure readers with what 
Frederic Jameson calls “the ontological consolation of the Hauptwerk.”7 
Fühmann’s central theme of transformation finds its expression rather in 
the “ceaseless metamorphoses which make up the life of an idea in time,”8 
metamorphoses that are conveyed especially well by the experimental and 
fragmentary essay form, a provisional genre that characterizes not only 
Fühmann’s variegated oeuvre but also key individual works from his break-
through Hungarian journal Zweiundzwanzig Tage oder Die Hälfte des Lebens 
(Twenty-two Days or Half a Lifetime) to his stunning readings of E. T. A. 
Hoffmann’s tales as allegories of real socialist experience. As the democratic 
reforms of socialism inspired by Khrushchev’s 1956 reckoning with Stalin 
failed to take hold, Fühmann found himself unable to continue writing in 
the poetic genre that had inaugurated his youthful literary career. In a 1980 
interview he recalls how, “at that time [the late 1950s] I concentrated on 
prose and began from afar to steer toward the essay because I felt that it 
was the medium in which above all I could find my way to myself.”9

	 Although Adorno, in “The Essay as Form,” considered the ability to cre-
ate literature without the consolation of a closed and monumental work 
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to be a mark of courage and adequacy to the alienated bourgeois context, 
Fühmann experienced it in his rival socialist context as inadequacy—as a 
fatal foundering (Scheitern).10 In 1983 he subtitled the fragments of his in-
complete final work Im Berg (In the Mines), “Report on a Foundering” 
(Bericht eines Scheiterns),11 and in a letter to Christa Wolf from April 1982 
he writes of his growing dejection as “this feeling of paralysis, of being-an-
object, of helplessness, of bound hands, and not only in my own case: I 
hear ever more unbelievable things about this Democratic State. . . .”12 The 
lack of completion and closure in his own work is intimately linked by Füh-
mann to the GDR’s wider failure to secure its ontological distinction from 
alternative historical formations. Thus the pathos of literary defeat that he 
declares in his final testament from July 1983 (a year before his death) ex-
presses not so much a personal romantic pathos, but his more sober esti-
mate of the failure of the social project to which he devoted his life: “I have 
terrible pains. The most bitter is that of having foundered [gescheitert zu 
sein]: in literature as well as in the hope for a society like that of which we 
all once dreamed.”13

	 Despite this harsh testamentary self-assessment, Fühmann’s literary leg-
acy is a lasting one, whether demonstrated by his influence on German po-
ets from Uwe Kolbe to Elke Erb, novelists from Wolfgang Hilbig to Volker 
Braun, and graphic artists from HAP Grieshaber to Barbara Gauger, or by 
the intellectual rewards of a close reading of his work. In a similar sense, 
the legacy of the society he dreamed of, and its devastated realization in 
the socialist state to which his writing intimately referred, can be dismissed 
only if one ignores a persistent, often violent current in the modern aspira-
tion for change. I would go so far as to say that if one accepts, as Fühmann 
did, the self-description “progressive” in politics, one assumes a terrible 
burden of responsibility whose weight is no place more effectively narrated 
than in Fühmann’s work.14 Kant noted that if the individual human being 
is its own highest end, then progress—whose purview is the species and its 
future—inevitably violates the inviolable dignity of the individual: the di-
lemma of progress is that it is an end outside of any given human as end in 
itself. With a view toward progress, Kant allows that even war, “in spite of 
the most horrible tribulations which it inflicts upon the human race, is nev-
ertheless one more incentive [. . .] for developing to their highest degree all 
the talents that serve for culture.”15 Unsurprisingly, then, Hannah Arendt 
found herself wondering in her Kant lectures whether a commitment to 
human progress also commits one to the criminal violation of individual 
human dignity.16 In the sense of so fundamental a dilemma, then, it is the 
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relationship of defeat and potential running through Fühmann’s realism, 
rather than the singular experience of failure, that defines an aesthetic leg-
acy unique in its portrayal of the historical limitation and unlimited emo-
tional rigor of progressive social metamorphosis.
	 Fühmann wrote in an amazing range of forms, from his early poetry to 
his German renditions of Czech and Hungarian modernists, and his re-
telling of ancient Greek myths and epics. He wrote children’s literature, 
dramas, screenplays, dream journals, reportage, and works in many other 
forms. “How many years will it take to see through even the first steps of 
assembling a workable catalogue of the ideas we absolutely must carry for-
ward?” Uwe Kolbe asks in his eulogy for Fühmann: “How many directions 
of his complex oeuvre will now lie fallow for years: the mixing of mathemat-
ical logic, semiotics, semantics, game theory, psychoanalysis, and insights 
into a poetic methodology that can only be wrung from time?”17 Outlining 
Fühmann’s prose oeuvre here, I highlight those segments of his work that 
form the focus of my own contribution to Kolbe’s catalogue. After his turn 
to prose in the 1950s, Fühmann first began writing war stories based on 
his experiences on the Eastern fronts, and those stories, collected in König 
Ödipus (King Oedipus), established his reputation as a writer engaged in 
coming to terms with the Nazi past.18 This reputation was consolidated 
with his 1962 volume Das Judenauto: Vierzehn Tage aus zwei Jahrzehnten 
(The Jew’s Car: Fourteen Days out of Two Decades)—a series of interlocking 
episodes taking place on fourteen symbolically freighted days from the 
1929 market crash to the 1949 founding of the GDR. Fühmann meanwhile 
sought also to heed the so-called Bitterfeld path, the official policy calling 
for a literature of and for the new socialist factories of the GDR. In 1961 he 
published his reportage on the Warnow shipyards Kabelkran und blauer Pe-
ter (Cable Crane and Blue Peter). A collection of stories about the fantasies 
and repressed desires of a Bohemian childhood appeared in 1970, Der Jon-
gleur im Kino (The Juggler at the Movies), marking with its strong Freudian 
undertones Fühmann’s clear move away from the terrain of Bitterfeld so-
cialist realism. Then, in 1973, his travel journal Twenty-two Days announced 
his break with any creative writing that set ideology before poetics. After 
the appearance of Twenty-two Days, Fühmann could only be considered a 
dissident writer, albeit one who remained scrupulously loyal to the social-
ist aspirations of the GDR. His final long work was the 1982 hybrid study 
of the expressionist poet Georg Trakl, Vor Feuerschlünden (Facing the Fire 
Pits), in which he analyzed Trakl through the autobiographical lens of his 
encounters with the poet in distinct phases of his own dislocated life. In 
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1982 Fühmann was also finally able to see his interest in psychoanalysis 
make some headway in the GDR, when a volume of Freud essays he ed-
ited, Trauer und Melancholie (Mourning and Melancholia), became the first 
collection of Freud’s work to appear in the GDR.19

	 Between Fühmann’s two longest works, Twenty-two Days and Facing the 
Fire Pits, and continuing up until his death in 1984, a remarkable series of 
short stories were published that, along with those two essays, are Füh-
mann’s primary legacy. They rest on a rich fund of literary traditions—clas-
sical mythology, biblical tales, science fiction—and range thematically from 
closely observed satires of Communist Party bureaucrats to reflections on 
torture, sexual fertility, sexual loyalty, and historical impotence. At the same 
time as they demonstrate a classical formal discipline—sharply defined set-
ting, unity of action, economy of prose—they also use citation, parody, and 
mixed genre forms that echo the essayistic structure of modernist riddles 
like those of Borges or Kafka. Perhaps the most pointed characterization of 
Fühmann’s short-story style comes from Christa Wolf, who describes how 
“the most insane dramas take place in fragments of seconds, the most in-
sane reversals of emotion in moments. This monstrous distension generates 
the effect a scientist experiences through a strong microscope, enlarging, 
distorting, intensifying, often almost beyond credibility.”20 In Wolf ’s de-
scription of him we can identify another clear antecedent—namely, Hein-
rich von Kleist, whose style has been described by J. Hillis Miller in words 
reminiscent of Wolf ’s, and that could equally well be applied to Fühmann: 
“[U]niquely Kleist’s own . . . are the brutal violence, the laconic abruptness 
with which episode follows episode, the decisive role of unlikely happen-
stance, and most of all, the telling of the story with the distinctive Kleistian 
rapidity of staccato tempo and rhythm.”21

	 The tension between Fühmann’s commitment to engaged and realistic 
writing, on the one hand, and high modernism, on the other, led to a pro-
ductive experimentation unique in the literature of real socialism. While 
scholars of postmodern literature such as Linda Hutcheon and Harro Mül-
ler locate the specificity of postmodernism in its avoidance of modernism’s 
textual hermeticism and its resulting readiness to employ modes of his-
torical reference characteristic of essay forms,22 I sidestep the modernist/
postmodernist distinction in favor of emphasizing a literary distinction that 
emerges from Fühmann’s mixture of modernist rigor and realist reference 
to the specific experience of socialism. The improbability of this mixture 
comes out in an early work of Fühmann before he began consciously grap-
pling with it as a formal challenge. In the various episodes from his 1962 
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story cycle The Jew’s Car, he negotiates a line between ideological didacti-
cism and narrative obliquity. In the best known title episode, for example, 
the consciousness of a child who resorts to an anti-Semitic lie to cover up 
an ostensibly innocent childhood exaggeration is narrated without any in-
trusive authorial comment, ending simply: “Jews. Jews Jews Jews Jews. 
They were the guilty ones. I hated them.” The last and most didactic epi-
sode, Zum ersten Mal: Deutschland (“For the First Time: Germany”), how-
ever, falls into an ideological mawkishness that Fühmann came to regret. 
He described it later as “a change from self-irony to an affirmative pathos 
that inevitably had to produce the discrepancy in quality between the first 
and last story.”23 While Fühmann correctly assesses this chapter’s “lapse of 
style,” its very awkwardness illuminates the governing tension of Fühmann’s 
work long before he was ready to accept this tension as precisely the formal 
challenge he was seeking. Observing the protagonist’s return from a Soviet 
camp to divided Germany in 1949, the episode describes the first test since 
leaving prison of his commitment to settle in the newly formed GDR—and 
his free and conscious affirmation of the decision. Returning to his family 
in Weimar, the re-educated POW has a layover in Berlin and decides to visit 
his only acquaintance there, a literary partner from earlier days who hap-
pens to live in West Berlin. Not surprisingly, the Western acquaintance is 
dismayed by the narrator’s plans to settle in the GDR. In order to persuade 
the aspiring writer that his future lies in the West, his acquaintance shows 
him his library:

He merely pointed to the shelves, and there they stood in rank and file, the wit-
nesses to his freedom: Eliot, Camus, Pound and many others whom I didn’t 
know, and among them, look, there were Binding and Jünger as well, and they 
I knew indeed. I read the titles and authors, and my acquaintance waited qui-
etly. Finally he said: “Well!”—“Well!” he said, “you’re surprised, aren’t you? You 
won’t find those in the Russian Zone!”

“Certainly not Binding and Jünger,” I said, “and a good thing, too!”24

Ignoring the narrator’s clearly expressed ideological preferences, the friend 
appeals to the narrator’s aesthetic identity as a writer:

“You know, you ought to write a dance of death, that would be the sort of thing 
you could do well—a horrible, demonic dance of death ranging over the whole 
apocalypse of our times,” he said and finished his Nescafé. “The whole apoca-
lypse,” he repeated and set his glass down, “the loneliness of the human creature, 
the despair, the mercilessness, the thrownness . . .”25

The protagonist, of course, ignores his friend and leaves for the East, board-
ing a train car filled with a People’s policewoman and her children and a 
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contingent of workers from, of all places, the uranium mines at Wismut. 
He leans out of the train window and composes a socialist realist ode on a 
farmer returning to collectivized land: “See and grasp: he’ll leave the land 
no more!” The irony of Fühmann’s juxtaposition of such aesthetic senti-
ments would be all too easy to mock retrospectively—but the grim humor 
is not merely the result of history’s corrosive effect on pious hopes. On the 
contrary, Fühmann’s work is built on a gradual intensification of this con-
trast between modernism and the realism of an alternate modernity.
	 The force of Fühmann’s later stories comes from their uncomfortable 
embrace of not only the reviled quintet on the West Berlin decadent’s 
shelves—Eliot, Camus, Pound, Binding, and Jünger—but also Joyce, 
Kafka, T. Mann, Seghers, Benn, Brecht, Barlach, Freud, and Trakl, all au-
thors to whom Fühmann refers with varying degrees of explicitness and 
urgency.26 The West Berliner’s formulation of “the loneliness of the hu-
man creature, the despair, the mercilessness, the thrownness,” imputed 
both to modernist authors and to the narrator’s latent talents, echoes the 
programmatic realist who decisively influenced Fühmann’s aesthetic de-
velopment, Georg Lukács. Lukács characterized modernism with nearly 
identical words, though for Lukács they were pejorative rather than lauda-
tory. Writing of “the theory and practice of modernism,” Lukács points to 
Heidegger’s Geworfenheit (thrownness-into-being). “A more graphic evoca-
tion of the ontological solitariness of the individual would be hard to imag-
ine.”27 As an antidote to such despair of the external world, Lukács holds 
up realism. Although he recognizes different historical phases of realism, 
he sees it generally as resisting modernism’s tendency to dissolve objec-
tive society in subjective stream-of-consciousness narratives. In its specific 
socialist phase, he continues, “socialist realism differs from critical realism, 
not only in being based on a concrete socialist perspective, but also in using 
this perspective to describe the forces working towards socialism from the 
inside. Socialist society is seen as an independent entity, not simply as a foil 
to capitalist society, or as a refuge from its dilemmas.”28

	 This aspect of Lukács’s contemporary realism is what comes to most 
torture Fühmann because the very idea of an interior and exterior to social-
ism—a socialist system separated from a distinct environment by a firm 
skin or boundary—is impossible for him to presume. On the contrary, Füh-
mann gives narrative form to his participation in the GDR in order to un-
cover the extent to which his real experiences are socialist experiences: his 
desire is to avoid merely presuming that socialism is what it posits of itself. 
Lukács holds that the insistence of modernists like Kafka and Musil on the 
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“ghostly” aspect of reality is an ideological choice to “attenuate” reality in 
their prose.29 Yet Fühmann’s attempt to heed the call for a realistic interior 
perspective on socialism propels his most haunting inquiry: is the “inde-
pendent entity” known as the GDR a real socialism, a distinct reality from 
inside of which he can write? And is the socialist Fühmann a real socialist, 
a coherent subjectivity whose perspective is “concrete”? The apocalyptic 
modernism in Fühmann is thus less passionately colored than the empirical 
realism—and that inversion lends his writing its powerful distinction. It is 
just because he commits himself to socialism, like his Jew’s Car protagonist 
who turns against his friend’s exhortations to move to the West and write 
an apocalyptic literature, that Fühmann finds his way to a demonic mod-
ernism not as an epigone of decadence, but as a socialist realist. “Every 
age,” he writes in a 1978 letter to Christa Wolf, “brings forth the writers 
and artists it must, or the other way around: if one struggles against one’s 
time, one’s talents come to nothing. Apparently this epoch wants a bitter 
literature, even if we don’t. Gradually, I do. Gradually, I want to write evil. 
Only, then, consistently.—It’s a screw without an end.”30

2.	real socialism begins at home

Alas, where do I find, when
Winter comes, the flowers, and where
The sunshine
And shade of the earth?
The walls stand
Speechless and cold, in the wind
The weather vanes are clanging.

—Friedrich Hölderlin, “Half a Lifetime”

	 Born in 1922 to a middle-class pharmacist’s family in a Bohemian village 
in the recently independent Czechoslovak Republic under Tomás Masaryk, 
Fühmann was sent off at age ten to receive a Jesuit education at the elite 
Kalksburg convent school outside Vienna.31 Returning prematurely to Bo-
hemia four years later in 1936, he became at fourteen a youthful enthusiast 
of Sudeten Nazism, joining the SA when Germany annexed the Sudeten-
land in 1938 and volunteering for the fascist Wehrmacht, where he was even-
tually assigned to a telegraph company in 1941 and served a long four years 
on Soviet and Greek fronts. Captured by Red Army troops near the Ger-
man-Czech border the day after the German capitulation in May 1945, he 
was reeducated in Soviet prisoner of war camps and subsequently embraced 
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Stalinism as the antithesis of his earlier fascism. Returning from a Latvian 
prison camp in December 1949 to the new socialist Germany founded that 
October in the Soviet occupation zone, the twenty-seven-year-old Füh-
mann took up administrative functions in the National Democratic Party 
of Germany (NDPD), a sham-pluralist bloc party intended to coax former 
members of Nazi organizations and middle-class soldiers (like Fühmann) 
into the hegemony of the Socialist Unity Party (SED), the ruling Commu-
nist Party of the GDR. He quickly established his credentials as an up-and-
coming party-line writer, finding favor in the early 1950s from the once-ex-
pressionist and then doctrinaire-classicist poet Johannes R. Becher, head of 
the Cultural League for the Democratic Renewal of Germany, and finding 
symmetrical disfavor in an early 1960s assessment by the influential West 
German critic Marcel Reich-Ranicki.32 Describing himself later as having 
been torn between “poetry and doctrine,”33 Fühmann, whatever consider-
able talents he lent to his poetry, surely gave doctrine its due through the 
mid-1960s, self-critically dating his “real entry into literature” only to the 
1973 publication of his meditative Budapest diary, Twenty-two Days.34

	 Unsurprisingly for a GDR writer of his generation, Fühmann has been 
retrospectively classified as both collaborator (Mitarbeiter) and victim (Be-
troffener) by the 1991 Federal German Law on State Security Documents 
(StUG).35 As a secret informer (GI—Geheimer Informator) from 1954 to 
1959, he reported to the Stasi under the code name “GI Salomon,” although 
he never supplied any information and was consequently dropped; while 
in 1977 an extensive operative process (OV-Operativer Vorgang) was initi-
ated against him under the code name OV Filou.36 As is often the case with 
the Stasi, the two code names fit Fühmann surprisingly well: both wise 
Salomon and puckish Filou. Some episodes of his earlier conformism to 
authority he later sought to reverse, others he did and could not. Thus, 
a short story from 1974 critical of party stereotypes, “Bagatelle, rundum 
positiv” (“A Trifle, Largely Positive”), satirically reflects the self-deceptions 
characteristic of his own enthusiastic 1961 labor reportage, Cable Crane 
and Blue Peter, which had credulously hailed the heroism of workers at the 
GDR’s Warnow shipyards.37 On the other hand, also in 1961, he was largely 
responsible for a negative official assessment of the young Brecht-protégé 
Heiner Müller’s play Die Umsiedlerin (The Refugee), which led not only to 
the play’s being banned but also to Müller’s marginalization in officially 
recognized East German culture.38 Without ever publicly disavowing this 
condemnation, he bitterly alludes to it eighteen years later in a 1979 protest 
letter to General Secretary Erich Honecker, in which he reminds the chief 
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of state and party that “works that today count among the firm legacy of 
socialist literature,” among which he prominently cites Müller’s play, “all 
these works were once condemned as ‘harmful’ and ‘hostile,’ even counter-
revolutionary[.] . . .”39

	 There is, in short, little exemplary in Fühmann’s experiences of con-
formity and adaptation from prewar fascism through postwar Stalinism. 
While his short story collections about his youth, The Jew’s Car in 1962 and 
The Juggler at the Movies in 1970, recall childhood desires, anxieties, and 
resentments boiling over grotesquely in a cauldron of Jesuit, nationalist, 
and Nazi authoritarianism and prejudice, their autobiographical protago-
nists are reminiscent of adolescent monsters in the work of Géza Csáth or 
Arthur Schnitzler, chroniclers of an earlier, not necessarily fascist, genera-
tion of the Habsburg psyche.40 Fühmann was neither a Nazi monster, nor 
did he take any special initiatives to distinguish himself in opposition to 
nationalist fascism. “One was simply part of things,” he notes, “if one didn’t 
happen to have a completely class-conscious communist as a father or come 
from a very religious home.”41 In the logic of the events of which he was 
thus a part, one thing led to another, culminating in the violent cataclysm 
of world war and holocaust. Fühmann’s initially reactive commitment to 
socialism was thus not born of proletarian subjection in the factory and 
communist class-consciousness in the party hall, but, as he writes in the 
early 1960s in The Jew’s Car, it was a baptism of the fire he witnessed as 
a soldier on the Eastern front. Or, as he later told West German students 
conducting a survey of authors in 1971, it was an insight arrived at through 
Auschwitz: “I belong to a generation that came to socialism by way of Aus-
chwitz.”42

	 Regardless of his individual innocence of war crimes and crimes against 
humanity, he recognized himself as a willing part of the National Social-
ist machinery that had made fascist atrocity possible. “There are no ‘in-
nocent’ world views,” stipulates Georg Lukács,43 whose work, Fühmann 
writes, represented “my first encounter with Marxism, with dialectics, with 
materialism.”44 Or, as the officer protagonist of his war story “König Ödi-
pus” (“King Oedipus”) puts it: “[T]he new era was on the march to bury 
the old, which already made one guilty by simply belonging to it.”45 Füh-
mann’s Stalinism responded to an intellectual decision to give a collective 
way of formulating his volition during the Third Reich precedence over 
any exculpating experience of individual innocence. For him, recognizing 
his collective implication in the machinery of fascism meant pursuing a col-
lective remedy, whether through his efforts as political activist or creative 
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writer. “I don’t see literature as an extra-social realm and an end in itself,” he 
wrote to the same West German students to whom he told of Auschwitz’s 
transforming effect on him. “I consider the idea of an ‘independent author’ 
or a ‘truly independent author’ categories of an ivory tower aesthetics.”46 
Reflecting on their common postwar orthodoxy, fellow GDR writer and 
eventual dissident Erich Loest recalled that “Fühmann was no exception 
then; it was to his and my satisfaction to feel and speak like many oth-
ers, like, if possible, everyone.”47 Clearly, neither Fühmann nor his literary 
protagonists are likely to resemble Ken Loach’s immaculate film hero with 
whom this study began, shredding his Communist Party card to save his 
ideals from being conscripted into the ranks of republican Spain’s (and Sta-
lin’s) disciplined soldiers of revolution. Rather, Fühmann’s serial loyalties 
to collectivist movements have left behind a literary legacy that traverses 
the calculations of the human cost to conscious participation in the twenti-
eth century’s conflict-ridden history.
	 Fühmann’s developmental trajectory might sound less like conscious en-
gagement and more like a never adequately reflected process of mechanical 
action and reaction, where, never sovereign over his own decisions, he just 
propagates old totalitarian mindsets under new symbols, the very reproach 
that Reich-Ranicki made against him in 1963. “Thanks to the new salva-
tion dogma,” wrote Reich-Ranicki, “he could continue the struggle he once 
began in the ranks of National Socialism—only under other pretexts, on 
other planes and with different goals. [. . .] He had only been ‘repurposed’ 
in the ‘antifascist school’: thus he wrote Hitler Youth-poems with FDJ [the 
communist youth organization] insignias.”48 In Reich-Ranicki’s view, the 
distinction between old and new Fühmann was just a conventional one of 
changed flags and insignias—an insubstantial distinction between fascism 
and postfascism as variations on the symbolism of battle-hardened fathers 
and führers. The colors changed, the apocalyptic values remained—“their 
flag was ablaze in the enemy’s midst, and after it they rode,” as Rilke painted 
the timeless battlefield.49 We see in Reich-Ranicki’s early criticism of him an 
exact source for Fühmann’s anxiety that the socialist difference might be a 
difference that makes no difference, that socialism might be sovereign only 
in the medieval sense of the ritualized pageantry of statehood—its distinc-
tion going no deeper than its lumbering May Day or October 7th anniver-
sary parades. Stung by Reich-Ranicki’s comment, however, Fühmann con-
tinued moving beyond defensive anxiety to a consuming artistic desire to 
locate, and meaningfully depict, precisely what was substantial in his own 
transformation to socialism. “He was right,” Fühmann concedes a decade 
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later; “he pointed to the right spot; not to a sore spot, which one finds on 
one’s own, no, to one that one believes healed[.] . . . My thanks to him, 
but: shouldn’t it have been a friend who pointed it out[?]”50

	 In Twenty-two Days Fühmann uses his biography to contrast a merely 
mechanical process of transformation with the deeply contradictory one he 
felt literature—and socialism—should be grappling with. “What happened 
to me in Kalksburg [the Jesuit boarding school he attended as a child] was 
also a transformation—and how! I went in a naively pious, deeply religious 
and God-fearing kid, and I ran off after four years a convinced atheist: 
black box, input and output.”51 This merely formal model of input/output 
relies on a blind causal system to do the work of conscious apprehension. 
It leaves the newly minted atheist without any substantial moral or political 
development—still a credulous and timorous child, he is ready to substitute 
Sudeten fascism for Jesuit authoritarianism. But Fühmann’s literary goal is 
consciously to grasp the qualitative element of transformation as lived expe-
rience rather than system postulate. His own (and Reich-Ranicki’s) analogy 
with religious upbringing suggests to him an ethnographic reflection on 
transformation. “Can one define transformation as a transition to another 
value system (other values or also other priorities for old values), as a pro-
cess that closes off the old value system with a self-assessment and begins 
a new one with a purge (self-criticism, confession, expiation, atonement, 
punishment, ritual, etc.)? That would explain many remarkable phenom-
ena in our camp.”52 An ethnographic model for the intellectual and emo-
tional catharsis apparently necessary for thorough transformation between 
value systems, however, strikes a suspicious note with Fühmann: the intel-
lectual insistence on cathartic transformation, tragic emotion, and heroic 
pathos underlies some “remarkable phenomena,” as he delicately puts it, 
in the GDR political psyche. He impatiently interrupts his own academic 
train of thought to return to the phenomenology of empirical experience. 
“But why play with concepts? My life was after all a transformation.”53

	 The emphatic location of an empirical starting point for his narratives 
of transformation in his own life experience marks a crucial development 
in Fühmann’s literary biography because it affirms the validity of personal 
experience—whether that experience counts as representative of social ex-
perience generally or not. “I had a concept of overcoming the past which, 
while honorable enough, was very narrow, and I even choked off my own 
song. But there is no deleting from history, not a single aspect and not a 
single emotion [. . .] Not a ‘It never happened,’ nor a ‘As if it had never hap-
pened,’ but only a ‘That’s the way it was, and it is past’ is the secure founda-
tion on which to build something new.”54 Since this autobiographical and 
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historical deixis is so important for Fühmann’s oeuvre, it is worthwhile to 
distinguish it carefully from what it is not. First of all, his self-affirmation 
cannot be read as a retreat into privacy, where personal states and private 
ends assume priority over social ones. Rather, it finds its significance in 
Fühmann’s growing conviction that broad social commitments must be 
justified on the basis of individual perceptions—no matter how initially 
limited or personal, these perceptions cannot be off limits. He repeatedly 
mulls over the implications of Erich Honecker’s solemn 1971 declaration 
that “there can be no taboos in the realm of art and literature”55 for his own 
increasingly unorthodox literary practice, reflecting throughout his Buda-
pest journal on what it might mean to write without taboos—a paradoxical 
reflection on limitlessness that I elaborate in the following chapters.
	 Secondly, he is aware that the individual and chance perceptions of 
his life are also not those of a class-conscious proletarian, the privileged 
identical subject/object of communist revolution in the orthodox Marxist 
worldview. Few intellectuals (if anybody) could boast such a generalized 
perceptual standpoint; on the contrary, it was, for most who assumed it, 
an acquired, or as Fühmann was later to formulate it, a “delegated” ex-
perience.56 The only figures who seemed to Fühmann and his generation 
legitimately able to claim this standpoint of simultaneously universal and 
individual experience were the veteran communists of the Weimar-era 
KPD (German Communist Party). Examining memoirs of veterans such as 
Franz Dahlelm, Walter Ulbricht, and Erich Honecker, the historian Cath-
erine Epstein concludes that they did indeed live their party-line commit-
ments as individual experiences. Their lives describe an almost recursive 
process whereby choices are guided by a political understanding and the 
consequent experiences are then interpreted back through the same lens, 
creating a hermetic and propulsive model for communist personal identity. 
“KPD members lived the communist ideal: they practiced the tough rules 
of revolutionary activity, they depended on the brotherhood of their fel-
low comrades, and they felt themselves to be active agents in the unfolding 
drama of History. Their experiences confirmed their Leninist belief that 
they were the chosen avant-garde of History. [. . .] During the next forty-
five years, they would tenaciously cling to the values and political lessons 
that they had learned during the Weimar and Nazi eras. They would apply 
these views to their rule of East Germany and, in the process, fundamen-
tally shape the character of GDR politics.”57 Such constantly embroiled vet-
erans of the KPD could hardly be expected to foster a variegated culture of 
phenomenological perception; theirs was the big moment of anticapitalist 
revolution, not the little episodes of socialist construction.
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	 Fühmann recognizes in Twenty-two Days that the personal experiences 
that matter most to him cannot be dismissed as objectionable simply because 
they are individual, even eccentric, nor be affirmed simply because they em-
body (or once strove to embody) the party-and-class-conscious perceptions 
delegated by the veteran communists in power. According to the literary his-
torian Werner Mittenzwei, the intellectuals who like Fühmann immigrated 
to the GDR in the early 1940s, and inevitably lacked the impossibly synoptic 
proletarian standpoint the party would have them assume, came instead for 
one of two more mundane reasons. They either “felt themselves obligated 
to a socialist society or saw in it a new, laudable experiment.”58 That is, they 
fit into either the quasi-religious, cathartic mindset of guilt and redemp-
tion that Fühmann saw as responsible for some “remarkable phenomena” 
in the socialist camp, or they fit into the more practical mindset of willing 
labor power: technocrats, bureaucrats, pragmatic idealists. Arriving in di-
vided Germany from a Latvian prisoner-of-war camp, the young Fühmann 
seems to fit well enough into the category of those obligated by guilt, his 
early writing, especially his 1953 poetry-cycle Die Fahrt nach Stalingrad (The 
Journey to Stalingrad), reflecting a socialist commitment that responds to the 
carnage he witnessed as a soldier. After the Eichmann and Auschwitz trials 
in the early 1960s, Fühmann started foregrounding the disabling guilt his 
generation felt for the Holocaust as another, even deeper, reason than Stal-
ingrad for his obligation to socialism. Such powerful guilty affect led many 
Germans, not only socialists or those drawn to the GDR, to adopt a heroic 
and cathartic view of history in which the German nation would redeem 
itself only on the basis of a radical, self-conscious rupture with the past and 
a recommitment to a totally new future.
	 Yet these passionate intuitions of guilt and obligation, as he realizes in 
Twenty-two Days, are insufficient to give specific definition to the real social-
ism to which he had been committing himself through highs like Sputnik 
and lows like the crushing of the Prague Spring: a sustained socialism is 
not a matter of sublime emotional attitude. In his 1982 essay on the expres-
sionist poet Georg Trakl, Facing the Fire Pits, he describes his discomfort 
with the way Johannes R. Becher, the presiding spirit of the GDR’s literary 
rebirth out of ruins of fascist pomposity, had so eagerly availed himself of 
nationalist words like Volk and Vaterland in the name of revolutionary re-
newal. “They underwent a sort of miracle of Lazarus, even such degraded 
ones as ‘heroism’ and ‘hero.’—Their resurrection transpired under the sign 
of truth.”59 The heroic language (and vague epistemology) of the GDR 
construction period—an elevated emotional tone already then on the wane 
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since its zenith in the early 1950s—decisively loses its affective power for 
Fühmann. Reference, however one is to understand its complex intellectual 
power,60 becomes the linguistic item taking first place in Fühmann’s liter-
ary agenda. By the early 1970s he is explicitly understanding socialism as 
a deliberate empirical experiment in transformation, one that begins with 
a rigorous, even ruthless, dissection of himself. “Could one say: transfor-
mation is that process in the individual sphere that has become histori-
cally necessary for society?”61 This new understanding differs from that of 
Mittenzwei’s experimentally minded intellectuals of the late 1940s in that 
Fühmann finds himself, with decades of sobering empirical experience be-
hind him, in the midst of an experiment that is yielding increasingly ques-
tionable results, not only in terms of society but also in terms of his psyche. 
It suddenly no longer seems even halfway credible that a cathartic commit-
ment, no matter how sincere or how willfully blind, will transform those 
of good will to the spontaneous perception of class necessity. Instead, the 
question of choosing socialism must, according to Fühmann, be faced not 
only more consciously, but with a different kind of consciousness—that is, 
patiently, deliberately, and with unsparing emotional candor.
	 This keener awareness of a dialectic of introspection and empirical analy-
sis, of individual choice and social necessity, makes him at once more critical 
of the GDR and more eager to identify any real substance inhering in the 
socialist transformation that the GDR posits itself as representing. Thus, 
as I elaborate in Chapter 6, Fühmann’s commitment to socialism moves 
away from traditional categories of socialist or postfascist epistemology. 
“True” proletarian affinity is not a possibility for this pharmacist’s son and 
Nazi soldier; and guilt over Auschwitz—even though he also announces 
such guilt in Twenty-two Days as the primary motivation of his generation 
of socialist writers—is no longer enough to mark a substantial transforma-
tion from old to new. Fühmann’s project—again, as he puts it, “his true 
entry into literature”—distinguishes itself as an experiential search for the 
qualitative difference represented in the socialist sovereignty of the GDR. 
Grasping this transformation to socialism requires practical participation 
in his society, but such a requirement cannot be reduced to obedience and 
sentimentality, which would only reenact the same sterile process of con-
formity. “I know,” he comments again to the 1971 high school interlocutors 
to whom he had written about Auschwitz, “that ‘serving and wanting to 
serve one’s society with literary means,’ like any social phenomenon, has 
its own specific problems and its specific inner contradictions. I know that 
this engagement is a process.”62
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	 A process with inner contradictions cannot, however, be a traditional 
rational process with formal expression in classical logic, since the axiom 
of the excluded middle—tertium non datur, an axiom that, as we shall see 
in detail, haunts Fühmann’s imagination—does not admit contradiction 
into its ontology. What exactly this individually lived process of engage-
ment is, however, and how it relates to the social experience of socialism, 
is Fühmann’s artistic drama. If his idiosyncratic drama does not fit neatly 
into the mode of either the cathartic or pragmatic intellectual, it nonethe-
less expresses the intense pathos of Fühmann’s hopes and disappointments 
and the analytical logic of his participation in the socialist experiment. It is 
a drama that admits contradiction into its ontology at the same time as it 
excludes moral absolutes, submitting the emotional catharsis of its denoue-
ments to uncompromising intellectual appraisal. Even in his early writing 
on fascism and the war, it is not the obvious criminals and monsters that 
present him with a literary challenge. Rather, individuals caught in crime, 
cruelty, and violence—in a real sense guilty, but not juridically condem-
nable—draw him, and he depicts their errors not as sins to be atoned for 
in ceaseless mea culpas before a jealous God or Party, but as experiential 
facts to be plumbed for their applicability and relevance to the socialist as-
piration. Does the fact of a young man’s Nazi enthusiasm obligate him to 
disavow subsequent social commitment? Is Cartesian skepticism the only 
appropriate expiation for provincial fascism? Or on the contrary, does true 
expiation demand a symmetrical countercommitment to the communist 
movement so vigorously persecuted by the Nazis? Is Marxist orthodoxy 
the epistemological standpoint of the authentic expiator? Whatever the 
answers, Fühmann does not narrate the frequently autobiographical er-
rancies of his literary characters as mechanical lessons, but struggles with 
them as dilemmas of public culture. New values and questions develop in 
Fühmann’s work from his practice within a social system whose radicality 
perforce begins as merely a postulate of difference. They start by recog-
nizing the everyday violence of choices inherent within this system; they 
end by measuring the distance between the everyday and extraordinary. As 
Fühmann observes of Trakl’s poetry, so it might be observed of his own 
writing, that it is “a process, not a result, [. . .] anyone who feels affected by 
it [betroffen] is free to find himself in its image, and that means recognizing 
what is happening to him”—tua res agitur: it is your thing at stake here.63



chapter five

Tertium Non Datur:  
The Systems Erotics of Socialism

Écorché/flayed: the particular sensibility 
of the amorous subject.

—Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse1

Man encountered himself
And found,
There are two sorts of human, and
The order of one
Is not the order of the other.

—Johannes R. Becher, The Great Plan2

1.	 the unheard-of beginning: introduction 
to a socialist flaying

	 Echoing the claim by Johann Wolfgang Goethe, the father-figure of 
German bourgeois literature, that the dramatic novel is an “unheard-of 
event” (unerhörte Begebenheit)3, Johannes R. Becher, the father-figure of 
East German socialist literature, begins his 1950 journal Auf andere Art so 
grosse Hoffnung (Another Way So High a Hope), chronicling the GDR’s first 
full year of existence—a year for Becher of sublime and unspeakable prom-
ise—with the observation that “an ‘unheard-of ’ sentence should stand at 
the beginning, but searching for such an ‘unheard-of,’ one loses oneself in 
mannerism, and one begins as though in a conversation—utterly not ‘un-
heard-of,’ but as though just tossed off, obvious, often heard and indeed: 
human.”4 While he professes the desire to begin—and to see the German 
socialist epoch begin—with Goethe’s ‘unheard-of,’ Becher’s ultimately con-
trary desire instead anticipates Michel Foucault’s inaugural address at the 
Collège de France: to begin “freed from the obligation to begin,” amid an 
ongoing stream of language in whose flow an author impassively stands, 
both speaking and spoken.5
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	 Becher’s designation for this alternative to a sublime origin—the or-
dinary “human”—is not so far removed from Foucault’s “post-humanist” 
skepticism as it might seem. In neither view is an author a wellspring of 
sovereign identity, but just the medium, or even just the function (“the 
author function”), of prevailing circumstances: the epic of the Greek po-
lis arising out of the Achaean victory over Troy; the novel of bourgeois 
individualism declaring its universal genius on the wings of French revo-
lutionary liberté; or the sober realism of the proletariat assuming long de-
ferred responsibility for Germany’s future. History’s epochal events are the 
“ponderous, awesome materiality” whose naked contingency discourse 
seeks to clothe, to provide with a skin, whose uncertain contours it seeks 
to reveal and secure.6 Like the constitution of a sovereign new regime that 
I discussed in Chapter 3, the Muses must both announce the new and de-
clare it timeless, must simultaneously initiate and enforce the taboos of the 
prevailing order. They are the guardians of institutions, who “solemnize 
beginnings, surrounding them with a circle of silent attention,” at the same 
time as the unheard-of violence of instituting is made to flow into the bab-
bling brooks of daily life.7 This is the inescapable conundrum of Muses at 
every real beginning: to be both monstrous and human, different and the 
same. Seeking the Muses to inaugurate an unprecedented era, Becher at the 
threshold of really existing socialism, like Foucault at the dawn of his post-
human age, discovers that language is unequal to the awesome “unheard-
of ” it is called upon to proclaim: either high mannerism or low banter, 
the medium alone capable of revealing transformation’s disruptive power 
regulates it in the very moment it is to be unbound.
	 Fühmann, who knew how roughly Becher was treated by the Muses 
inspiring his great proletarian hopes, does not evoke the Parnassian Nine 
in their finest hour. His story “Marsyas,” one of four stories with Greek 
mythical themes written between 1976 and 1978 and published together in 
the 1979 collection Die Geliebte der Morgenröte (The Beloved of the Dawn), 
is a bitter reckoning with the Muses of his era, treating one of the most 
shameful moments of their classical legacy.8 Fühmann cites Diodoros and 
Apollodoros as his sources for the myth in which the hapless satyr Marsyas, 
wandering along the beaches of Phrygia, comes across a double flute that 
Athena had invented only to discard with a curse. Unaware of the flute’s 
origins, Marsyas picks it up and begins playing it (or, alternatively, it begins 
playing itself in memory of Athena’s divine music): the strange sound is 
beautiful and irresistible. Made complacent by the praise he receives from 
all who hear, the satyr challenges Apollo to a musical competition, flute 
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versus lyre, in which it is agreed that the winner may do with the loser as 
he sees fit. Judging the competition, the Muses decide in Apollo’s favor, 
whereupon Apollo does his will and remorselessly flays the satyr alive.
	 These marvelous events on the shores of ancient Phrygia might seem 
remote from the daily grind of life in the prosaic GDR. Indeed, Fühmann’s 
story touches on the timeless themes of identity and transformation that had 
been preoccupying him at least since Twenty-two Days: can one transform 
consciously, is there a place from within one’s own skin from whence one 
can vouch for substantial change, and is the flux of change ever compatible 
with the identity of order?9 Written in the aftermath of the dissident singer-
songwriter Wolf Biermann’s expulsion from the GDR in 1976—an event 
(discussed in Chapter 7) that both traumatized and politically mobilized 
a key segment of East German artists, permanently unsettling the intelli-
gentsia’s already uncomfortable ideological truce with the state—“Marsyas” 
was nonetheless “no encoded political story.” “In ‘Marsyas’ there was no 
didactic intent,” Fühmann asserts in a 1980 interview, dismissing interpreta-
tions that narrowly historicize “the artist’s problematic,” which Fühmann 
considers both too general and too immediate for the political idiom.10 “I 
hear in much modern Art the cry of Marsyas,” is Oscar Wilde’s emblem-
atic formulation in De Profundis of the artist’s problematic.11 Echoing “the 
Phrygian Faun’s” howl in his persecuted aestheticism, Wilde inscribes the 
satyr’s legacy in modern art’s refusal to submit to social norms: “[B]etween 
my art and the world there is now a wide gulf, but between art and my-
self there is none.” In the same vein, Fühmann insists that there is no coy 
political intention hidden between the lines of his “Marsyas,” but only “ut-
terly direct involvement and dismay [Betroffenheit].” “When I want to say 
something directly, I say it,” he declares. Surely, as Fühmann’s dedication 
of the story to the highly political West German author Heinrich Böll or 
the simultaneous appearance of another Marsyas story by the angry young 
GDR rebel Thomas Brasch hints, even the most direct of artistic intentions 
cannot escape the web of historical and literary contextualization. But it 
seems most promising to begin by taking Fühmann at his word—here, the 
repeated word direct—and attempt literally and sensibly to hear the “un-
heard-of” hallowing of the institution of the socialist project.
	 Fühmann’s story differs strikingly from both classical versions of the 
myth and subsequent retellings by a subtle, but decisive shift of protago-
nist: from sensual Marsyas to the unreachable Muses themselves. A face-to-
face confrontation between satyr and god becomes a story about a confron-
tation between systems and mediums. In the classical versions, the Muses 
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are a third party, implacable judges of the contest between god and satyr. 
In Fühmann’s socialist version the drama is their own as they assume an 
equivocal role between impartial judges and implicated bystanders to an 
event they are unfit to judge. The Muses are benumbed auditors, “bestow-
ers of speech” who are left speechless in the face of the competition between 
the satyr, playing Athena’s double flute, and the god, meeting him with the 
lyre. “They couldn’t, the bestowers of speech, say what happened, though 
it did happen, and happened before their ears, and happened to them: they 
didn’t grasp it.—The unheard-of.—” (360)
	 What happened is unheard-of. But at the same time it is only a musical 
competition, essentially just a comparison. Why should the drama of com-
parison ever be so terrible that it lend itself to the Muses’ speechlessness, a 
horror beyond words and representation? It seems the opposite would be 
the case, that comparison would be a measured act, implying contact and 
proximity, with Marsyas merely “presenting his art to experts for judgment 
and measurement,” as Brasch puts it in his version of the story.12 But the 
horror that silences the Muses (and not Marsyas, as in Brasch) indicates an-
other realm than that of measurement. It hints at violence, the absolute, the 
irrational and unrepresentable: the realm that Georges Bataille describes as 
giving rise to humanity’s most fundamental prohibitions, a realm, in other 
words, that rules out in advance the possibility of comparison.
	 “The horror that gives rise to prohibition,” Bataille writes in his unfin-
ished magnum opus The Accursed Share, “. . . is not consistent with ‘more 
or less.’ . . . A horror so sick does not tolerate any degree. It is based on ‘all 
or nothing.’”13 The competition the Muses witness seems to have the full 
effect of the existential horror Bataille describes, as though it had nothing 
to do with two like things, worthy partners, meeting in a measured con-
test of “more or less.” It is something, rather, so unheard-of that “all the 
sisters’ rules of speech tremblingly shattered in an incomprehensible shud-
der” (360). If the effect on the Muses is so unlike that which one would 
expect from a competition, how does one conceive what they are witness-
ing? What lies at the root of their terror? The literal “unheard-of event” 
is not Marsyas’ gruesome torture, whose physical violence may indeed be 
incomprehensible, but precedes it: the musical competition itself disables 
the Muses. This competition, not its brutal resolution, transgresses a taboo 
so fundamental that it threatens to undo the boundaries of intelligible ex-
perience. The true nature of the competition thus eludes the grasp of inter-
pretable speech, the Muses’ grasp, presenting itself in a realm that Bataille 
calls the erotic.



	 Tertium non Datur 123

	 For Bataille the erotic plays a philosophical role whose importance goes 
beyond its normal connotation of individual pleasure. It marks off a space 
of ecstatic experience that cannot be brought back into the intelligible am-
bit of human consciousness. A student of Alexandre Kojève’s deeply influ-
enced by Kojève’s account of Hegel, Bataille seeks to escape the finality of 
Hegel’s absolute consciousness, where the historical tasks of humanity are 
complete and human essence achieved. Kojève emphasizes the centrality 
of desire (Begierde) in Hegel, tracing desire’s fortunes through the Master 
and Slave dialectic to “the perfect Man, fully and definitively ‘satisfied’ by 
what he is and by what he knows himself to be.”14 The objective and sub-
jective conclusion of desire in the completed historical act of becoming is 
precisely what Bataille rebels against. In the place of Hegel’s absolute con-
sciousness—at the point of Man’s full satisfaction—Bataille sets the utterly 
heterogeneous experience of erotic desire, deeming it beyond the reach of 
all dialectics of history, law, and economics.
	 The erotic starts as horror in the face of a natural plenum that is immea-
surably “other.” Other than what? is the inevitable question, and eroticism 
consists in the unstable constitution of that “what.” In other words, eroti-
cism initiates a fundamental process of demarcating the “what” of human 
specificity against the “what” of generic nature. A vague, incomparably in-
tense dread of nature leads to a prohibition that marks off “man” as nature’s 
negation (the gendered anthropology belongs to Bataille). By prohibiting 
certain sorts of sexual contact that otherwise occur spontaneously in the 
animal world, he sets a border between himself and nature.15 Bataille cites 
Lévi-Strauss’s claim that the incest prohibition “is the fundamental step 
because of which, by which, but above all in which, the transition from 
nature to culture is accomplished” (31). But prohibition is only the first step 
of a subject/object differentiation. The fact of prohibition draws attention 
to the present value of the so delimited object: if the object were not desir-
able, why would the force of prohibition be necessary? Thus, the revulsion 
that leads to prohibition simultaneously anticipates the attraction that leads 
to transgression. As a conscious perversion of the morality of prohibition, 
the erotic allows the subject to recognize the object as desirable, subject 
and object emerging as such across a boundary of sexual charge. “There 
would be no eroticism if there was not also a respect for forbidden values. 
But there would be no complete respect if the erotic deviation were neither 
possible nor tempting. . . . The prohibition does not change the violence of 
sexual activity, but by founding the human milieu it makes of that violence 
something that animality did not know: the transgression of the rule” (57).
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	 Contrary to Hegel’s world historical movement toward identity, erotic 
pleasure points to the destruction of man as such in a transgressive reunion 
with nature, a “return to the quiescence of the inorganic world” in Freud’s 
words.16 The erotic union, the orgasm—la petite mort—points to such a 
fusion insofar as it anticipates a death that always exceeds experience, even 
the experience of the divine; for in conscious experience, however ecstatic, 
the identified subject is always divided from the desired object of consum-
mation by its articulate language. “The ego appears to us as something au-
tonomous and unitary, marked off distinctly from everything else,” writes 
Freud. “There is only one state,” he allows, “in which it does not do this. 
At the height of being in love the boundary between ego and object threat-
ens to melt away.”17 Bataille intensifies what for Freud is a nihilistic erotic 
“threat” into an exuberant choice against the dialectic of identity and its 
constituent elements of self and other. The purging violence of the erotic 
choice changes the disciplined interiority of the ego into unbounded exte-
riority, eviscerating the fulsome singularity of Hegelian phenomenology 
where individual consciousness becomes one with the “entire system of 
consciousness.”18 Consciousness, for Hegel, aims at “a point where it sheds 
the appearance of being preoccupied with something external that exists 
only for it and as an ‘other,’ a point where appearance equals essence.” For 
Bataille, the erotic choice is not a synthesis with the entire system, but a 
rupture with all systems—a burst, an infinitesimal explosion of absolute 
nothingness as opposed to the somethingness of the articulated world.19

	 Because the Muses’ discourse is always a chaste Apollonian discourse of 
meaning and form, measure and value, this incommensurable choice exists 
for them only as an erotic intuition prohibited by their very relationship to 
divinity. “Eroticism,” according to Bataille, “can say what mysticism never 
could (its strength failed when it tried): God is nothing if not the surpass-
ing of God in every sense of vulgar being, in that of horror or impurity; and 
ultimately in the sense of nothing.”20 Bataille’s notion of the erotic allows 
one to conceive identity as taking form in an antagonistic recognition and 
refusal of immanent order and transcendent sublimity. Identity happens 
along and across the border of the consciously human with the spontane-
ously natural; it happens at the risk of nothingness, and—in the sovereign 
moment, “the moment of rupture,” “the miraculous moment when antici-
pation dissolves into NOTHING, detaching us from the ground on which 
we were groveling in the concatenation of useful activity” (203)—in this 
moment, identity happens only as happening and otherwise as nothing at 
all.
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	 While the elusive movements of Bataille’s erotics run parallel to the vio-
lent turns of Fühmann’s story, it is not a “first-order” erotics of individual 
subjects and bodies that is ultimately important to it. For Fühmann, who 
succeeded in bringing out the first GDR collection of Freud’s writing in 
1982, the Freudian legacy refers less to individual sexual neuroses than to 
inescapable societal conflicts. Unlike Bataille, Fühmann does not ecstati-
cally invoke the heterogeneous as an individual experience—his own expe-
rience—but adopts a methodical tone to pinpoint the heterogeneity of an 
empirical system. In contrast to a first-order, face-to-face erotics, the “sec-
ond-order” erotics of “Marsyas” concerns a loss of system identity, rather 
than self-identity. The story thus illustrates what I call a “systems erotics” 
of socialism. In Bataille’s erotics the human is both a restrictive structure of 
taboo and a site of excessive (and transgressive) desire. In Fühmann’s sys-
tems erotics, the socialist system, in its aspiration to surpass the calculations 
of the human, even the human divine, itself becomes a restrictive structure 
of prohibition and taboo as well as a site of transgressive desire. Where the 
consciously anticipating individual stood, now stands the five-year plan; 
where the spontaneously organic stood, now stands the self-equilibriating 
(or self-dissipating) feedback loop. Neither the materiality of a body nor 
the individuality of a consciousness remains in the center of a systems erot-
ics; instead, systems erotics is a second-order erotics in which the provident 
coordination of bodies and minds confronts an ad hoc responsiveness to 
the imponderable present; the social organization of the pleasure principle 
confronts the inertia of the death drive; avant-garde stringency confronts 
arrière-garde laissez-faire.
	 Despite his assurances that “Marsyas” addresses the “artist’s problem-
atic,” Fühmann, unlike Wilde, writes neither a story of the individual artist, 
the satyr-genius Marsyas, exponent of the humble reed, nor one of archaic 
Apollo, sovereign of pure form and classical lyre, but a story about the 
Muses of the coming world who must pronounce judgment on satyr and 
god alike. Fühmann’s interpretation of this myth of aesthetic judgment is 
so unexpected—so unheard-of—because it is so much more system-ori-
ented than versions that focus on one or another of the competing musi-
cians. What it achieves is to bring the drama of direct dismay (Betroffen-
heit) to a crisis in the medium of articulation itself. In his essay on Bataille, 
“Preface to Transgression,” Foucault recognizes that the hope for some un-
heard-of “beyond” to divided subjectivity—some ecstatic sexuality, some 
communion with god—meets its disappointment in the violence done by 
language. He asks, “[H]ow is it possible to discover [. . .] the experience 
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of finitude and being, of the limit and transgression? [. . .] Would it be of 
help, in any case, to argue by analogy that we must find a language for the 
transgressive which would be what dialectics was, in an earlier time, for 
contradiction?”21 Fühmann’s rapt and angry story takes up the challenge of 
finding appropriately bold and bloodstained Muses who are not beholden 
to a dialectic of development, but who, leaping beyond immanence—figu-
ratively and literally stepping out of their own skin—articulate the violent 
rupture of transgression: the horrible trespass that inaugurates socialism.

2.	grounding an unruly comparison:  
tertium non datur

There once was a tailor, who said with a grin,
There is no existing
Number three; it’s only a caper,
A figment on paper.

—Heinrich Heine, “Symbolism of Nonsense”22

	 “Marsyas,” we are told in the story’s first sentence, “was someone who 
had the nerve to enter into contest with Apollo” (355). If proper comparison 
is a matter of measure, then the problem is apparent forthwith. Marsyas, it 
is said, “had the nerve” to compete with Apollo—in the literal German, he 
was someone who sich vermaß, who “mismeasured himself,” such that he 
placed himself in competition with Apollo. It is, in a sense, a mistake that 
led to his comparing himself with Apollo in the first place—a mistake in 
measurement, and that precisely when he is confronting Apollo, the god of 
form and measure. That element of measurement is one Apollo will never 
let Marsyas forget, and it is one Marsyas will never quite understand. It 
seems to him, as it might to us, so harmless.
	 Can that error explain the depth of the Muses’ horror, does the “un-
heard-of event” they witness come down to a mistake, a mismeasurement? 
A mismeasurement, after all, implies the possibility of proper measure. The 
actual competition would then serve neatly to put Marsyas’ (false) self-es-
timate to the (true) objective test: Apollo confronts Marsyas’ mismeasure-
ment with the proper one. Marsyas stands corrected. But something else 
happens—apparently not a comparison—when Apollo and Marsyas meet. 
Marsyas expects a friendly contest—indeed the challenge began as unthreat-
eningly as possible, merely as the implication of an adverbial comparative. 
The chthonic goddess Cybele hears Marsyas’ double flute, and, dancing 
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and bare-breasted, “it pleased her to say that Marsyas played more beauti-
fully [schöner] than Apollo.” The comparative schöner, the verbal link that 
seals Marsyas’ fate, is introduced as a manner of speaking, “it pleased her 
to say”: plaisir du texte. And though it is repeated three times by Marsyas 
himself before Apollo responds, it is always in a drunken revelry. The ref-
erent, as far as Marsyas is concerned, is nothing beyond his satyr circum-
stances. Circumstances, in turn, that are comfortably conveyed within the 
arbitrary substitutability of language. The comparative form implies the 
compatibility and proximity of the terms it links. Marsyas simply places 
two musical performances, his and Apollo’s, on an ontological continuum: 
and compares the two. It has all the banality of a commercial transaction, 
with beauty bearing no value distinct from the medium of exchange. All is 
part of a casual evening of revelry around the satyr campfire.
	 This sort of nonchalance in the face of divine order, however unprepos-
sessing it might seem to a satyr, is for the metaphysical cosmos “the un-
thinkable itself.” “Henceforth,” Derrida says of the loss of meaning’s stable 
reference (archia), “it was necessary to begin thinking that there was no 
center, that the center could not be thought in the form of a present-be-
ing, that the center had no natural site, that it was not a fixed locus but a 
function, a sort of nonlocus in which an infinite number of sign-substitu-
tions came into play.”23 The ontological perestroika of a blithely irreverent 
Marsyas is too much for solemn Apollo, who suddenly appears with his 
lyre before the confused satyr. When the god demands to know “the stakes 
of the contest” (Kampfpreis), Marsyas, though surprised, naively continues 
in the same vein, suggesting the familiar objects of his everyday life, the 
sort of things he comfortably associates with his flute-playing. “Marsyas 
worried about a golden cup, which would only garner envy here in the 
realm of reeds.” The prize should be something more appropriate for the 
fens: if Apollo wins, he gets the flute; for himself, “a sack of wine.” Marsyas’ 
modest considerations seem to be anything but mismeasurement. On the 
contrary, it is Apollo’s imperious behavior that seems exaggerated: “Could 
Apollo really be so serious?”
	 But that is just it, he is serious. What seems measured and appropriate 
in Marsyas’ sphere is an effect created by his language’s ad hoc leveling, and 
this disastrous leveling seriously threatens to rob measurement of stable 
meaning. There is no high and low, no sublime in the satyr’s world of brico-
lage. The model of life is given by everyday life uniformly caught up in the 
little satisfactions of the moment. It is a world of language games, where 
one can arbitrarily link Apollo and Marsyas, a sack of wine, and a flute, 
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through a comparative, through a metaphoric substitution or in a syntag-
matic series. Marsyas dwells in a metaphysical bog (Schilfreich) of jouissance. 
But when Apollo appears, it is to put an end to this careless non-ontology 
of language with its all too luxuriant possibilities for procrastination and 
spuriousness. Apollo is a realist: he pointedly does not even greet Marsyas; 
rather, “he didn’t spare a single useless word” (9), like those proverbial real-
ists, the Spartans, who according to Herodotus, would not even waste the 
useless words sack of flour if they could just show the sack.24

	 Referring to C. S. Peirce, Richard Rorty clarifies some ontological impli-
cations of the otherwise comic clash between loquacious satyr and laconic 
god. Peirce, according to Rorty, “did not, as most of Hegel’s Anglophone 
followers did, think of God as an all-inclusive, atemporal experience which 
is identical with Reality. Rather, as a good Darwinian, Peirce thought of the 
universe as evolving. His God was a finite deity who is somehow identi-
cal with an evolutionary process which he called ‘the growth of Thirdness.’ 
This quaint term signifies the gradual linking of everything else through 
triadic relationships.”25 If the logic of language (and of reality with a small 
r) is one of substitution and combination, of new thirds interceding ad 
infinitum between the final conflict of any two terms, of impossible en-
counter, then Apollo tolerates none of its prodigality. In that sense, his ap-
pearance is not a response in kind to Marsyas’ challenge—it is not a pro-
longation as a new term in infinite semiosis—it is literally an appearance, 
meaning in his case, a face-to-face presence. For Apollo, unlike for mortals 
and chthonic deities, neither the metaphysical appearance/essence problem 
nor the linguistic signifier/signified problem applies; for him, Schein equals 
Sein. The moment Apollo appears before Marsyas, the existential status of 
their contest has changed. The contest is not about the momentary order 
of two terms around the comparative third term schöner, where there is no 
absolute, regulative ideal ordering a system of differences. It is about the 
exhaustive logic of absolute presence, or the ontological presence of ex-
haustive logic. A thing is what it is and is not something other. Apollo is 
Apollo, and is not Marsyas: these are the fundamental principles of identity 
and difference. The proper measure of this ontology is far stricter than that 
allowed by the figurative excesses of language.
	 So to Marsyas’ suggestion of the flute or a sack of wine as the stakes of 
the contest, Apollo tersely responds: “The stakes are no third thing” (358). 
Tertium non datur. There is no third. This is, as we will see in Chapter 6, 
the portentous Latin phrase that Fühmann was never to forget from his 
antifascist schooling in prisoner-of-war camp after World War II. It is also 
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the fundamental logical principle of the excluded middle: “[T]here cannot 
be anything between two contradictories, but of any one subject, one thing 
must either be asserted or denied,” as Aristotle formulates it.26 Here, then, 
in a Soviet prison-camp, the play of language ends.27 Here, on the plane 
of logic, the ground of absolute difference is established. Here—where? 
The story stipulates that here is the border between realms. Apollo appears 
“suddenly with his lyre on the edge of the bog” (357), and goes on to set 
“the battlefield as the edge of the woods of Mt. Ida” (358). Always “the 
edge” (Saum), a neither/nor site, a deferral, ein Säumnis waiting for arrival, 
like a logical contradiction waiting for consistent resolution: either/or. 
Here, Apollo will settle the difference between himself and Marsyas, he will 
establish not who plays schöner as a matter of degree, but will establish the 
propriety of proper measurement.
	 “The stakes are no third thing, explained the god, the loser puts himself 
in the hands of the winner. . . .” Marsyas does not know what that entails. 
Apollo explains:

. . . he will get to the bottom of him.
Him, Marsyas?
Him.
Get to the bottom of him?
To the bottom of him.
Wide-eyed astonishment: how that is going to happen?
Through getting to the bottom, responded the god . . . (359)

Apollo is going to establish the loser in the mightiest of his principles, 
the principle of reason: nihil est sine ratione: nothing (not even Marsyas) 
is without a ground (nichts ist ohne Grund, in Heidegger’s translation).28 
The problem, however—if it is a problem—is that the mighty principle 
of reason sounds merely tautological in the face of Marsyas’ unheard-of 
impertinence. Getting to the bottom of Marsyas will happen by getting to 
the bottom of him.
	 It is useful to work carefully through the nature of the competition once 
more, up until those-who-bestow-speech fall silent: for the contradiction of 
speechless bestowers of speech needs to be grounded as much as Marsyas 
himself. Indeed, in Apollo’s foundationalist logic a given statement is ei-
ther true or false, no third option exists: again, that is the fundamental 
principle of the excluded middle. Either the Muses bestow speech or they 
do not—mute Muses cannot be, anymore than can “the round square cu-
pola on Berkeley College” (Quine). Yet at some point the Muses’ ability to 
serve as Apollo’s divine revelation abandons them, yielding a meaningless, 
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god-forsaken world. Such withheld revelation is as unheard-of as Marsyas’ 
blasphemous tooting over Apollo’s heavenly chords, and, as a betrayal of 
Apollonian oracle, it deserves condemnation as surely as does the betrayal 
the Muses are called upon to judge. As nonsensical as the Muses’ strike 
is—as senseless as workers striking against a workers’ state—it might seem 
forgivable to a casual understanding given the intolerable burden of judg-
ment they bear. After all, one might fairly wonder how a competition is 
to be accounted for that takes place not on one continuous plane of be-
ing, but between two. Or, more onerously yet, between the earthly plane 
of ultimate absence and the divine plane of absolute self-presence. How 
can one language of judgment encompass them both if no stable system 
of reference is assumed? Fühmann’s text dryly cites its unsatisfying clas-
sical antecedents: “How the contest between the two is supposed to have 
gone has been told by the chronists with utmost effort and at great poetic 
length” (359). The “chronists” simply avoid the issue and, using copious 
poetic resources, relate the story with no heed to the incongruity between 
the indulgent narrative logic of Marsyas and the strict prescriptive logic of 
Apollo.
	 The Muses, however, are in a different situation than that of the carefree 
chronists. Their interests are strictly identical to Apollo’s in proclaiming the 
inevitability of an Olympian order whose power and glory is their own. As 
Fühmann emphasized about his own lofty aspirations for his story, utter 
directness is the only thing that counts on Parnassus. The Muses have to 
maintain the formal revelatory structure of truth—the equivalence of state-
ments about the world with states in the world—which must be assumed 
for the comparison of flute and lyre to be meaningful and the judgment 
upon it to be valid, even though the irrelevance of transcendental valid-
ity is exactly the content of Marsyas’ challenge to the god. Marsyas has 
not mismeasured himself in challenging Apollo, but, more unforgivingly, 
has made impossible the inside and outside of measurement. Hence, their 
contest, which is supposed to be a substantive settlement of differences, in-
stead strikes a blow at the scheme of representation itself, the very domain 
of Musial competence. The essence of reference and realism is laid out for 
dissection at the moment the Muses are solemnly invoked to hallow it.
	 Apollo keeps representation old fashioned: there is no semiotics, but 
rather a complete unity of word and idea in the sign, and this wholesome 
sign relates uniquely to the thing it defines. Sign<—>thing: tertium non 
datur. Apollo’s literalism is, in the words of Roland Barthes, an “isologic 
system,” “whereby language wields its signifiers and signifieds so that it 
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is impossible to dissociate and differentiate them.”29 This system, more-
over, stands in an equally strict one-to-one relationship with the things of 
the world. Enter Marsyas, guileless libertine, who wields the comparative 
“more beautifully” as shamelessly as his melodious reed, comparing things 
with signs, instantiations with forms, apples with oranges: he doesn’t 
trouble himself with fussy ontological distinctions. For Marsyas music and 
merry-making are all there is and all there needs to be. To what else would 
one ever want to refer when language is such a comfortably self-contained 
world of its own? “A linguistic sign is not a link between a thing and a name, 
but between a concept and a sound pattern,” writes Saussure.30 “There are 
only differences, and no positive terms” in Saussure’s semiotics, and, occupy-
ing just such a world, Marsyas rejoices in “a system of pure values” that 
exist only relative to each other without any further grounding in some-
thing outside.31 The satyr makes no ontological distinction between the 
contingent flux of meaning that is his reality and the real reality of the order 
that Apollo is. Thus, when he casually claims his playing is more beautiful 
than the standard of beauty itself, the result can only be disorder: the terms 
of inside and outside, of reference and measure lose their meaning. Apollo, 
in reasserting himself, is affirming a formal order to which arbitrary refer-
ence is subjected. He must establish the possibility of proper measure by 
subordinating Marsyas to the coordinates of a single spiritual and material 
reality, grounding revelry in the revelation of order.
	 The chronists, who have none of the Muses’ obligation to Apollo’s for-
mal realism, recount the contest by taking Marsyas’ side while accepting 
the humiliation of his fate—such public laceration being, after all, part and 
parcel of the “artist’s problematic.” Fühmann perfunctorily summarizes the 
versions the chronists tell in which Apollo wins by competing unfairly, in-
sisting the satyr sing with his flute as he sings with his lyre, or insisting 
the satyr play his instrument from both ends. But these versions Fühmann 
dismisses as conveniently invented exculpations. “So much for the round-
about efforts of the chronists to unravel a tangle of contradictory spheres 
into a single narrative strand. . . .” In Fühmann’s account not even the 
Muses can give an unequivocal account, let alone the chronists. Apollo still 
wins—as order must win for winning to have meaning—but the victory is 
only accorded him by a mute gesture. Marsyas’ incomprehensible naiveté, 
to follow the divine music of the spheres with the tooting of “a hoof-soled, 
ass-eared pot-belly” (360), strikes the Muses’ dumb.

That which sang there cast into silence those who were made to lend word: how 
could there have been a choice?—There is no choice against one’s own being, 
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though the possibility of it tempts as an incomprehensible outrage.—Holy and 
accursed, cosmos and chaos, firmament and swamp, lyre and flute, the same 
conditions of a single round of struggle, and the Muses, overwhelmed into the 
unpronounceable, accorded Apollo the victory with a mute gesture. (361)

3.	 the erotic alternative: not yet in word

	 The Muses fall silent: Apollo is judged victor: Marsyas is flayed alive. 
Fühmann’s text, however, is less than halfway to its end. What concerns it 
for the remainder is the gruesome detail of Marsyas’ torture. It would be a 
mistake to see this torture in traditional terms as an elaborate catharsis of 
identification where Marsyas serves for Fühmann, as he did for Wilde, as a 
hero of tragic resistance—the modern artist issuing a cry against the alien-
ating standardization of bureaucratic modernity. On the contrary, we need 
only consider Fühmann’s contempt for the long-winded chronists, distant 
epigones of Marsyas, to see that the complacent role of the aesthete in dis-
sent from any real system holds no appeal for Fühmann, whose creative 
goal is rather to understand how the socialist system can claim binding va-
lidity for itself.32 Fühmann’s rigor drives him to seek a revelation in which 
his system is experienced as a true system in more than word only.
	 In a 1970 story, “Indianergesang” (“Indian Song”), about a child’s bitter 
fight with an authoritarian teacher over whether a nonsense refrain is sung 
with the syllables tschallawei or schalawei, Fühmann can already be seen 
mocking the specious violence of merely nominal distinctions. “Tschal-
lawei,” the little boy defiantly asserts to his Apollonian teacher, “is thou-
sands of times more beautiful [schöner] than schalawei.”33 The stupefying 
violence behind differences that apparently make no difference receives an 
illuminating twist in an otherwise obscure passage from Twenty-two Days. 
A friend expresses astonishment that the single letter i—the proverbial one 
“iota” of difference—that distinguished between homoousion (of the same 
essence) and homoiousion (of similar essence) could lead to the fourth cen-
tury bloodshed between Unitarians and Trinitarians. Is Christ the same 
ontological substance as God, or is he only similar, but essentially differ-
ent? Rather than sharing his friend’s astonishment, Fühmann notes that 
the iota only concentrates a difference like the one between (ant)ifascism 
and fascism. His scandalized friend objects that “you can’t equate the two, 
in fascism–antifascism we’re not concerned with the four letters ‘A’, ‘N’, ‘T’, 
‘I’; we’re concerned with the crucial struggle between two worlds!” But 
this supposed self-evidence of reference to a “struggle between two worlds” 



	 Tertium non Datur 133

is too easy for Fühmann—the four words remain no less a dodge than the 
four letters, or the one iota. Meaningless letters are less deceptive than the 
pathos-laden words: at some level, “the life-and-death struggle really and 
truly was about someone saying: there (up against the wall; at the head of 
state; in the pen; in office) is where we put: ‘a fascist,’ ‘an antifascist’.”34 The 
point is that letters, or—merely one morphological unit up from letters—
words, do not alone do the trick, however vehemently they are invoked. In-
deed, the minimal difference—the iota—crystallizes the revelation, whereas 
a vague romantic “ach,” instead of avowing true love, instead of declaring 
sides over the iota, is nothing.35 “If I could only say it,” Fühmann ironically 
recalls his mother’s helpless efforts to communicate some great context she 
only intuits, “it’d be a revelation for you.”36 For Fühmann, great contexts 
and earth-shattering struggles in fact do happen at single letters—but to 
stop with letters is to betray the force of revelation.37

	 Given his desire to experience a revelation of substantive socialist differ-
ence—rather than deferring real difference in ideological language games—
it is not surprising that Fühmann did not side with those intellectuals who 
found the very word taboo offensive and simply opposed all prohibition 
under the banner of freedom. Again, the reality of his convictions is quite 
the opposite of what a careless reading of “Marsyas” might lead one to ex-
pect. At the fourth meeting of the Communist Party Central Committee in 
1971 the new party general secretary, Erich Honecker, who had just deposed 
Walter Ulbricht as head of the GDR, declared that “if one proceeds from 
the secure positions of socialism then in my opinion there can be no taboos 
in the realm of art and literature.”38 The much repeated slogan of the early 
1970s, “No taboos,” which offered desperately needed encouragement to 
a GDR intelligentsia sorely tried by the violent suppression of the Prague 
Spring, only met with suspicion from Fühmann. Defending artistic taboos 
in Twenty-two Days, Fühmann sounds distinctly more like his stern Apollo 
than his permissive Marsyas. “In this sense I would be for taboos in art: as 
a demand for exceptional content and form in those places where a subject 
requires them. A taboo is that which allows no mediocrity: great or not 
all”39—one might ominously add: tertium non datur.
	 At the same time, Fühmann’s imperiousness here is not a belated at-
tempt to borrow a page from Johannes R. Becher’s book and return to a 
rigid classicism as the one appropriate (and safe) form for socialist expres-
sion. Scarcely concealing his horror at the aesthetic compromises he had 
made with the demands of Soviet power, the ideologically scarred Becher 
who returned to war-ravaged Germany to rekindle a virtually extinguished 
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culture held up the strict sonnet form as the last reliable vehicle for trans-
porting lyric consciousness into the dawning socialist age.40 In Fühmann’s 
story, however, it is not Apollonian classicism that is charged with restoring 
culture. Rather, humble Marsyas resembles the tormented GDR culture 
minister, rekindling a war-devastated culture with playing so sweet that 
“Phrygia, which had withdrawn into mountain caves after the sacking of 
Troy, crawled out into the day again and began to dance” (356). The crucial 
difference is that happy-go-lucky Marsyas has none of the tactical caution 
of wary Becher, who had been burned too many times in his love for so-
cialism to be interested in divining the ends to which order will go when 
forced to reveal its ultimate distinction. “There are only two powers,” the 
Muses learn, “that compel such a thing, and both only beyond all measure: 
the desire of love and naïve simplicity” (366). Becher’s chary classicism is 
precisely a protection against a revelation of order like that called down 
by Marsyas’ love and simplicity. Unlike the minister, the satyr is an inno-
cent, and as an innocent, he compels revelation. But he does not receive it. 
Apollo patiently explains to the Muses as they belatedly whimper for the 
god’s clemency, “what hallows and heals, graceful sisters, is understand-
ing, but it is not a matter of Marsyas understanding, and what needs to be 
healed is not his hide” (364).
	 The problem of the last half of Fühmann’s story is that even faced with 
the gruesome climax of Marsyas’ sacrifice, we are barred from reaching in-
sight through his suffering (through tragic pathei mathos), just as we are 
barred from reaching insight through Apollo’s peremptory cruelty. Unable 
to identify with either simple-minded Marsyas (whose killing is not an ac-
ceptable Delphic sacrifice) or stern Apollo (whose stunned Muses with-
hold the signs of oracle), how do we experience the force of the story’s 
conclusion?41 It is an impasse resting precisely on the Muses’ contradictory 
silence. If the classical moral equation as formulated by Cicero is unicuique 
suum, “to each his due”42—that a punishment suit a crime in its measure—
then the god’s excessive punishment of the faun is either a more grievous 
mismeasurement than Marsyas’ own or it is not due to him. Or both: the 
disproportionate severity of his punishment hints not at a moral economy, 
but negates it; and negated, its gratuitousness is revealed not as punish-
ment but as pleasure. Only whose? Surely no such monstrous pleasure is 
due an insouciant satyr who is so easily satisfied by wine and song.
	 The idea of pleasure returns the argument to Bataille’s notion of the 
erotic, which as we saw describes an affective, not cognitive state. Since 
erotic pleasure takes shape around some sort of acting and experiencing 
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subject, using the term requires us to locate whose pleasure is being taken 
in Marsyas’ flaying. Is it the pleasure taken in a victor’s prize, so Apollo’s 
pleasure, that the story is dealing with? Evidently not: the satyr’s disfig-
urement follows upon the Muses’ temptation, not Apollo’s triumph. If 
the pleasure at stake were merely the satisfaction of putting the satyr in 
his place, Apollo could have dispensed with the competition and directly 
eviscerated the offending flutist. Instead, the “grounding” to which Apollo 
has committed himself is contingent upon a victory that the Muses must 
grant. It is that horrible responsibility which awakens the Muses’ excruciat-
ing temptation to deny their patron his oracle. The blissful temptation of 
choosing against Apollo is so powerful for the Muses that they fall into 
a fatal silence: for what is a silent Muse? Or the formula can be reversed: 
the temptation of choosing against themselves is tantamount to destroying 
Apollo since they are nothing other than the signs that signify Apollo’s real-
ity: and what is godhead unrevealed? The issue is that in the divine order 
of representation at stake for both Apollo and the Muses, real presence has 
no priority over its articulation and vice versa—one is chained to the other 
in a rigid relationship of what Horkheimer and Adorno called “pure imma-
nence”: sign exhausts thing, thing exhausts sign, and there is no room for 
maneuver, escape, or change outside. “The pure immanence of positivism, 
its ultimate product, is no more than a so to speak universal taboo. Nothing 
at all may remain outside, because the mere idea of outsideness is the very 
source of fear.”43 This most sacred of Apollo’s taboos, the ontological unity 
between thinking and being, between word and fate, is exactly the theme 
(and threat) of the hymn with which Apollo secures his victory in the com-
petition with Marsyas. He sings a shrewd paean to “the omnipotent light,” 
“that as a song of praise for the rule of the divine necessarily also had to be 
praise for those who are destined to lend word to this rule—that is, for the 
Muses—since for them thinking and being in song is essential being . . .” 
(360). How could the Muses deny such praise except by transgressing the 
universal taboo that circumscribes their destiny?
	 Challenging their destiny—the identity of word and fate—the Muses ex-
perience what turns out to be the story’s overpowering erotic temptation, 
whose content stands in exact opposition to the content of Apollo’s hymn. 
Apollo’s hymn recognizes the Muses not as one party to a struggle, not 
as one class among others, but as the legible plan of being itself. They are 
the revelation mediating the constitutive insight into the rule of order. Or 
formulated more sharply, they are the plan—positive providence—whose 
gravity is revealed in Fühmann’s story (and not in Apollo’s hymn) through 
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the awful temptation of arbitrary will. As we saw, the erotic for Bataille dis-
tinguishes itself from animal sexuality as a free and conscious choice, an act 
of will whose sovereignty becomes apparent only in its transgression of the 
founding taboo. This temptation, woven into the very fabric of the taboo, 
is the inarticulate underside to the plan’s legible revelation. It does not yet 
exist. “The temptation of an outrage, that was it, but only in feeling, not 
yet in word” (361). It is a promise to speak and in speaking to lend word 
(“meaning and being”) to the silencing temptation: both to overcome and 
to succumb.

Because the sweetness that benumbed them was repugnant sweetness, sweetness 
of the rejected, the impure, the inappropriate [des Ungemäßen], the plain un-
thinkable, all nearly arbitrarily multipliable names for always the same thing, al-
ways the same negation, which is so many-named precisely because, thrown out 
of Order, it has no place in it, even though it is there and, thus undetermined, 
it harbors every form inside itself as the Ungraspable and thereby threatens the 
contours of order.—And nevertheless sweetness, that is the horror.—The temp-
tation of an outrage, that was it, but first in feeling, not yet in word (361).

	 The temptation to commit an incomprehensible outrage, to throw one’s 
very existence into jeopardy—which means what in terms of this contest? 
It means for the Muses to side with Marsyas against Apollo, with Chaos 
against Cosmos, to cede the word to figuration at the cost of literal realism. 
The silent award of victory to Apollo is no more substantial than the silent 
temptation to award it to Marsyas—silence is not a resolution, but the fi-
nal crisis: Apollo’s divine rule is simultaneously affirmed and denied. The 
Muses, “who are designated to give word to this rule,” find themselves in 
the moment of decision tempted to side with Marsyas’ spontaneous figu-
ration. The anguish of that temptation is finally such that “the rule [das 
Walten] of the divine” to which the Muses are to lend meaning and being 
is “overruled [überwältigt] into the unpronounceable.” The silence is a rup-
ture along the contours of Cosmos and Chaos: Apollo’s victory rests on the 
same swampy ground as Marsyas’ defeat.
	 In such a crisis of temptation, according to Bataille, literary figuration 
comes into play. It separates thought from being, and word from fate, 
opening the space for speculation and play. The figurative is the one plane 
of both joy and death.

One might say rather precisely that true joy would require a movement to the 
point of death, but death would put an end to it! We will never know authentic 
joy. . . . Moreover, death itself is not necessary. I believe that our strength fails 
us before life does: the moment death approaches it creates a void in us that 
incapacitates us in advance. So not only is trickery necessary in order not to die, 



	 Tertium non Datur 137

we must avoid dying if we wish to attain joy. Thus, only the fictitious approach 
of death, through literature or sacrifice, points to the joy that would fully gratify 
us, if its object were real—that would gratify us at least in theory, since if we 
were dead we would no longer be in a condition to be gratified[.] . . . And if it 
is true that trickery presides over literature, that an excess of reality would break 
the momentum that carries us toward the point of resolution where literature 
aims us, it is also true that only a real daring has enabled us to find, in the an-
guish of figurative death or downfall, that singularly excessive joy that engages 
being in its destruction. (109–10).

	 The violent anguish of Marsyas’ flaying is a joyful displacement of the 
Muses’ own anguished silence. “There is no choosing against one’s being, 
though the possibility of it tempts as an incomprehensible outrage” (361). 
Although the Muses cannot choose against themselves, their temptation 
gratifies itself in imagining what it would mean to succumb to the desire 
to do so. Desire for death is condensed into the death of Marsyas. Marsyas’ 
destruction stands in for their own—the condensation itself is a metaphori-
cal substitution. Marsyas’ death becomes a metaphor for the Muses’ death. 
A metaphor that saves them from their silence. The satyr’s flaying lays open 
the aporia of literal representation. As a breach in the literalism of signifi-
cation, what Freud calls a Bahnung—a path-breaking through the closed 
logic of dreams—it renders passable the impasse of the Muses’ contradic-
tory silence.44 Bataille for his part, taking mortal pleasure in flaying Hegel, 
asserts that where the Hegelian discourse closes off transformation in a 
single identity, “the movement I speak of opens up. [. . .] It is a question of 
marking, in the labyrinth of thought, the paths that lead, through move-
ments of vehement gaiety, to that place of death where excessive beauty 
begets excessive suffering, where all the cries that will ever be heard are 
mingled, cries whose powerlessness, in the awakened state, is our secret 
magnificence” (370).
	 As Marsyas is hung upside down between a pair of fir trees by two 
Scythians with knives, “narrow blades of iron, sharpened in mountain wa-
ter” (361), he imagines that the whole thing will turn out to be a joke. He 
tries to think of a reason for such a trick: to scare him so he will play more 
beautifully still?—for certainly the elaborate theater must have a reason. 
Yet here is the satyr, carefree Marsyas, expecting a reason, when what has 
made him a satyr in the first place is precisely that he has never needed a 
reason, has never asked “why?” It was Apollo who wanted, as he said in 
setting the contest’s stakes, to give the satyr a ground (ihn ergründen). Yet 
just as Marsyas’ throat emits its first howling “why?” at that point—“the 
stab”—there are no more reasons: “The first stab was the incomprehen-
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sible” (362). “The incomprehensible” names that which has no “why.” It is 
both groundless and the bottom ground. “Why?—the time for this ques-
tion was past, now there is another: What happens?” (363) From “why” to 
“what,” from metaphor and concept to metonymy and description: there is 
nothing more left for language than what presents itself right there.

This, his desolate Why, which the satyr now ceaselessly bellowed through the 
daylight, it would have been timely when he first came across the flute at the 
beach: Why was it lying there, and why so forlorn, and why as if it had fallen 
from the sky, and why, if someone had disposed of it, did he do so, and with 
what charge, that of a blessing or that of a curse. And even then, when, eager for 
the contest, he felt warnings that even a satyr had to understand, and unambigu-
ous premonitions in his spleen and kidneys, even then there still would have 
been time for a Why that could have had an effect on what was yet to come, but 
with the appearance of the god it all came back to the question, why Marsyas 
was a satyr, or, what amounts to the same thing, why he was the loser of the 
contest. (363)

	 There is no Why to be posed to a tautology—the god of measure is 
his own ground; or, as Heidegger puts it, the principle of reason has no 
reason. “Being ‘is’ the abyss [Ab-grund] in the sense of such a remaining-
apart of reason from being. To the extent that being as such grounds, it 
remains groundless. ‘Being’ does not fall within the orbit of the principle of 
reason, rather only beings do.”45 The ground itself has no ground to stand 
on, and in exposing Marsyas, Apollo exposes himself as ab-gründig (“abys-
mal”) and angrily responds to Marsyas’ belated contrition: “Your regret 
is merely your arrogance” (363). But who is responding to whom? Who 
would Apollo’s revelation be for? “Who Apollo is, Marsyas no longer needs 
to know, it is enough that the Muses learned it; what the satyr is, shows it-
self to them” (365). The story, the lesson, the grounding, the sheer ground-
lessness of it: all concern the Muses. They are the ones who must forget the 
satyr’s world of excess and figuration, they are the ones who can have no 
identity other than being identical with Apollo (as his signs are no more 
nor less than his things), they are the ones who would die should they hear 
Marsyas’ unheard-of flute, “the sweetness of the flute, incomprehensible” 
(368), since the satyr’s incomprehensible tooting is nothing to Apollo. At 
the same time, though, we have to remember that the necessary represen-
tation of Apollo’s victory could only come through the Muses’ figuration 
of Marsyas, that for the Muses to be Muses, for them to overcome their 
silence, they had to choose against themselves, to choose the possibility of 
figuration (Marsyas), and in figuring the satyr’s death, experience for once 
the glory of their own life/death.
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	 “The Muses are those who have no part of wishes, since they give news 
of all that happens: the will of Zeus in the execution of his omniscience. 
This means taking no part” (365). Impartial, will-less, the Muses are the 
passive vehicles of the plan. Zeus’ wish is their command. As the news of 
all that happens, their stories are a compendium of everything suffered, 
leaving no room for the satyr’s own agony. Rather, the text itself is the 
protagonist and the Muses have already expropriated Marsyas’ pain as their 
agonized inability to decide. From occasioning sympathy for the satyr, the 
unjust pain depicted in the flaying is commuted from Marsyas to the Muses 
and now seems richly deserved. Taking no part, the Muses speak all parts: 
playing both sides and neither of the contest; judge, jury, executioner, and 
victim. Again, the full measure of suffering is due to their treachery and 
disloyalty, and so now one may enjoy it in turn as poetic justice. And they 
enjoy it, too—such inhuman justice is their very raison d’etre.

4.	 systems erotics and the desire  
for communism

annulation/annulment: explosion of language during which the 
subject manages to annul the loved object under the volume of 
love itself: by a specifically amorous perversion, it is love the 
subject loves, not the object.

—Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse46

The system is the annulment.
—Georges Bataille, Inner Experience47

It was long ago said that politics is the art of the possible. That 
does not suppress our initiative.

—Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Humanism and Terror48

	 Through representation two contrary things happen in the one account 
of Marsyas’ flaying: literal language is transformed into figurative while fig-
urative is transformed into literal. First, let me explain how literal language 
becomes figurative. Marsyas’ semiosis confronts the Muses with the chal-
lenge of freeing themselves from Apollo by opening the distinction between 
appearance and essence, words and things, articulation and fate. This prob-
lem is portrayed in the story’s central action: the attempt to relieve the mul-
ish satyr of his constricting hide, find the depth beneath the surface: are his 
body and soul different? which is truly Marsyas? “Getting out of one’s skin” 
thus turns the story into an allegory about “becoming other than who one 
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is”: metamorphosis. Flaying the satyr, as metonymically as it is described, 
is actually an extended metaphor for metamorphosis, and the possibility of 
such change is the joyous possibility of liberation for the Muses.
	 In the second achievement of representation, figurative language is 
transformed into literal language. At the same time as Marsyas’ flaying be-
comes a figure representing the Muses’ wish to change, it also becomes a 
realistic description of the transgression symbolized in the figural meta-
morphosis. What would it portend for revelation to be only metaphor, for 
signs to move freely without obligation to the fate of things? The satyr’s 
playful challenge, his meeting revelation with semiosis, opens up this very 
abyss (or opportunity) of independence for Apollo’s emissaries. Astonished 
by such impudence, Apollo disparages the faun’s shallowness—“[C]ould 
such a satyr ever get out of his skin?” (363)—a turn of phrase meaning, 
“[As] though the poor creature could be any other way! Isn’t that impu-
dence simply his nature?” No sooner does the phrase occur to the god than 
he literalizes its figurative turn, his thought a piece with his deliberately 
ripping Marsyas out of his skin. The first, metaphoric achievement of the 
Muses is extinguished in the second, literal achievement of a minutely de-
scribed evisceration. With the multiple trickery of fictional language, the 
silent Muses have their cake and eat it too. As an unconscionable sacrifice 
for glorious Apollo, homely Marsyas can move no oracle from the dumb-
founded Muses. As a symbolic sacrifice for the Muses’, an erotic mutilation 
standing in for their silent desire, Marsyas’ demise is the promise that the 
sisters find their voices again.
	 The resolution of the crisis of the Muses’ silence in the erotic representa-
tion of Marsyas’ death does not, however, ultimately answer the paradox of 
Fühmann’s story. Although Bataille asserts that the fictional plane of rep-
resentation is one on which both death and joy are possible, one might 
equally assert that this “both” amounts to neither. In the case of language’s 
simultaneous figuralism and literalism, Bataille’s “trickery,” is an illusory co-
existence, an unwarranted third that merely substitutes informal language 
for rigorous ontology. This impossible simultaneity recalls the strangely 
embodied and disembodied narratives of trial and punishment in Franz 
Kafka’s fiction.49 “Kafka deliberately kills all metaphor, all symbolism, all 
signification, no less than all designation,” comment Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari.50 The metamorphosis that the Muses aim for, the freedom 
to be other than they are—the substantial socialist transformation that is 
Fühmann’s life theme—cannot tolerate the mere figuralism of metaphor. 
“Metamorphosis,” stipulate Deleuze and Guattari, “is the contrary of meta-
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phor.” Fühmann, who shared Kafka’s hostility to metaphors without narra-
tive consequence, wrote a sly homage to the ideologically taboo author in 
his 1981 science fiction story “Pavlo’s Book on Paper.”51 Pavlo, a man from 
the distant future, struggles over the sense of an archaic copy he has found 
of Kafka’s “Penal Colony,” a story whose carceral setting could have no ref-
erence for a citizen of the world of proclaimed liberty. As Pavlo reads how 
Kafka’s ancient visitor to the penal colony “sat on the edge of a pit into 
which he cast a fleeting glance,” he realizes that although “he had never sat 
on the edge of pit; now he felt how its abyss drew him in” (143). For the 
man of the future, the designation “penal camp” is outlawed, the concept 
unthought, the symbolism purged, the metaphor incomprehensible: yet 
the actual abyss draws, right over the edge of the page. Although separated 
by a millennium from the fate of anything real and all but reduced to the 
vacant signification of mere letters, these words on paper become in Pavlo’s 
hands and eyes “sensual self-revelation” (141) and as fateful as ever.
	 Returning to “Marsyas,” we can now take our analysis forward to the 
crucial step of a systems erotics—the erotics pervading the oeuvre of real 
socialism—by seeing its central paradox not in the silent Muses who pro-
voke the crisis but in the written story that spells it out. The paradox here 
is this: the narrative does not just represent the Muses’ temptation; the nar-
rative itself is the transgression the Muses are tempted to commit—the on-
tological problem of Apollo and the Muses has been displaced. To resolve 
this upward displacement from the Muses in the story to the Muses of the 
story, we need to shift focus from the unheard-of event that the Muses si-
lently witness to the unheard-of medium that presents the event. How does 
the second-level paradox work? On the one hand, the Muses cannot act on 
their temptation in their own realist language, so they do so in Marsyas’. 
That is, the narrative is figurative language; it figuratively represents the 
Muses’ desired self-destruction in the destruction of Marsyas. On the other 
hand, the narrative really is figurative language, and as such, literally presents 
the Muses’ self-negation in the form of a sensual “book on paper.” It is both 
the representation, and the realization, of their transgression. Marsyas’ de-
struction is the Muses’ destruction—and each is as real as, and no more 
so than, Apollo’s formal law tertium non datur. The contradiction of the 
Muses’ mute jeopardy (formally impossible in the realm of Apollonian real-
ism) has been displaced onto Fühmann’s story of mutinous Muses.
	 One last reading of Bataille helps us trace the problem of this new par-
adox into a serviceable conception of a systems erotics. Bataille’s idea of 
the erotic emphasizes the simultaneous repulsion and attraction in human 
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sexuality. Horror of animal sexuality occasions a prohibition and that pro-
hibition is the condition for human sexual passion—the conscious desire 
to experience prodigal animality. “It seems to me that the object of the 
prohibition was first marked out for coveting by the prohibition itself: if 
the prohibition was essentially of a sexual nature it must have drawn at-
tention to the sexual value of its object (or rather, its erotic value)” (48). A 
prohibited object becomes desirable in the prohibition’s articulation of it as 
a taboo sexual object. Bataille sees in this contradictory aspect of the prohi-
bition a “scandal of reversed alliances” whereby one allies oneself erotically 
with what is prohibited, precisely because it is prohibited.
	 This scandal at first appears as a static alternation, arising ontogenically 
in each individual’s imaginative reaction to an object only vaguely articu-
lated by a universal prohibition. Like Freud’s Oedipal Complex, the dy-
namic of prohibition and attraction is reproduced as a structural synchrony. 
Bataille likewise borrows his name for this dynamic from Greek tragedy, 
calling it the Phaedra Complex after Phaedra’s illicit love for her husband’s 
virgin son Hippolytus. But a shift in erotic object becomes apparent—a sec-
ond-order shift that remains, however, unthematized. “As soon as nature, 
which a spirit of revolt had rejected as the given, ceased to appear as such, 
the very spirit that had rejected it no longer considered it as a given [. . .]; it 
then regarded nature’s antithesis, prohibition, as the given—that prohibi-
tion to which it at first submitted, as a way of denying its subordination to 
nature” (77). In the initial account of reversed alliances, the object of pro-
hibition provokes transgression. Here, what appears as necessary, and so 
elicits the desire for arbitrary freedom, is not the prohibition’s object, but 
the prohibition itself. Transgressing first against one prohibition, the same 
erotic dynamic is then driven further to seek out the whole system of laws, 
no longer any particular ordinance. Here we recognize the problem con-
fronting us in “Marsyas” whereby the anthropomorphic protagonists are 
displaced. Instead of Marsyas and Apollo competing, we have the Muses 
confronting the limits of their office. From objects articulated by a system 
of rules, the story’s focus switches to the system of articulartion itself: to 
positive law and legible plan. The Muses’ representation of their desire only 
causes the system of representation itself to appear as an erotic presence.
	 The central drama of “Marsyas” is the Muses’ existential one: how to 
represent (give meaning and being to) a contest between two systems that 
mutually preclude the possibility of the other’s existence. Where is the 
space for such a contest? On what plane can it be said to take place? For if it 
happens on the terrain of one system, its outcome is predetermined by the 
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very way in which that system configures itself as a system. Their existential 
drama is equally an erotic one, although the Muses, at first blush, seem the 
least conventionally erotic figures in the narrative. They do not comprise 
a pair vying in heated contest, but form a third party judging its outcome. 
Yet as this impossible third, the Muses become the very skin defining the 
story’s ultimate stakes, the skin marking a boundary that belongs indecid-
ably to the system or its environment.
	 Niklas Luhmann notes that “we have a world only in the sense that . . . 
[conscious systems] can conceive of the identity of the difference between 
themselves and their environment—that the difference is always one dif-
ference (in distinction to others).”52 The problem addressed by what I am 
calling systems erotics is given by the failure of Apollo and Marsyas to share 
a world. Apollo cannot exist in Marsyas’ world, and Marsyas cannot exist 
in Apollo’s. There just is no logically unique connection between things in 
Marsyas’ lax world; there just is no margin of tolerance, no phenomeno-
logical underdetermination, in Apollo’s rigid world. The Muses become 
the protagonists of this erotics of worlds because they are called upon to 
adjudicate a difference that would be one difference and that is what they 
cannot decide. For to be part of a world means to have already decided—to 
have already taken sides. Otherwise, there simply is no world without an 
environment, without a boundary that makes it one world in distinction to 
another.
	 It might seem that a solution would be taking recourse to a more ab-
stract standpoint. But, as Luhmann emphasizes, a self-reproducing system 
(what he calls an “autopoietic system”) “formulates a situation of binary 
choice. A system either continues its autopoiesis or it doesn’t. There are 
no in-between states, no third states.”53 One can never finally identify the 
whole system of systems, the optimum optimorum (the best of the best), 
from a standpoint of final autarchy. The next system level would simply 
be the next system level, and there would be no room for Marsyas there 
either. The conflicts might be different (and unforeseeable) but Apollo’s 
principle, tertium non datur, would be implicitly vindicated, to the exclu-
sion of the satyr. Another recourse might be to Bataille’s final conceptual 
domain, that of “sovereignty”: “we may call sovereign the enjoyment of 
possibilities that utility doesn’t justify (utility being that whose end is pro-
ductive activity). Life beyond utility is the domain of sovereignty” (198). In 
this case, where the excess of possibilities beyond any rational ends makes 
logical consequences—as well as moral and economic ones—impossible, 
Marsyas would have already preempted Apollo and his highest law.
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	 A systems erotics thus determines no erotic system like Bataille’s Phaedra 
Complex of structural relations. It characterizes the way our fundamental 
relationships to the world—our encounters—are captured less by invoca-
tion of natural bodies than by confrontation between systems. Calling such 
confrontation an erotics emphasizes that systems are not abstractions from 
embodiment, but have at their boundaries all the immediacy attributed to 
bodily contact. Insofar as we see the limit of systemic phenomena as an 
erotic rather than cognitive limit, we grasp how our highest-stakes conflicts 
exceed symbolic interaction. Although inaccessible to symbolic representa-
tion, such conflicts are not arbitrary, but profoundly occasioned by the in-
compatibility of worlds, by a stab in the tough and vulnerable skin separat-
ing a system from its environment. Any system might suddenly find itself 
wounded and caressed by another that renders its operations contradictory. 
“As always,” comments Derrida, echoing Kojève, “coherence in contradic-
tion expresses the force of a desire,”54 and in our case the operative desire 
is one for the universality beyond contradiction to which socialism aspires, 
an erotic domain that is neither analytical nor arbitrary, neither necessary 
nor contingent: that proceeds “according to whim and measure” (358), as 
Apollo defines the prerogative of victory.
	 Referring to Kurt Gödel’s famous incompleteness theorem, Derrida 
suggests another way to view the incompatibility between Marsyas with 
his endless “Thirdness” and Apollo with his proscription of a third: “An 
undecidable proposition, as Gödel demonstrated in 1931, is a proposition 
which, given a system of axioms governing a multiplicity, is neither an ana-
lytical nor deductive consequence of those axioms, nor in contradiction 
with them, neither true nor false with respect to these axioms. Tertium da-
tur, without synthesis.”55 Exhausted by the failure of his era’s alternatives, 
by his growing indifference to their ever more insubstantial differences, 
Fühmann sought grounds for decisive judgment by likewise reflecting on 
Gödel’s principle, but with constructive rather than deconstructive inter-
est. Fühmann characterizes the theorem as stating that there are statements 
in every system to which the principle of the excluded middle does not 
apply: “[In] order to determine such statements, it is necessary, Gödel 
continues, to go beyond the system in which they have been propounded 
and construct a next-higher system. There such statements can then be de-
termined; however, new statements emerge that cannot be determined, 
that in turn require a higher system for their determination and so on ad 
infinitum.”56 As an example, Fühmann notes that “to illuminate essential 
aesthetic phenomena, I must go beyond the realm of the aesthetic.” His 
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example, however, makes him uneasy, provoking the unheard-of question 
that echoes throughout “Marsyas”: “[B]ut what system would go beyond 
humans . . .”?57 Elsewhere in his journal, Fühmann has an answer for his 
own horrible question. He observes that “a society without taboos would 
be inhuman,” only immediately to moderate his dread of this iconoclastic 
prospect by reassuring himself that “it would also be unrealizable.” Then a 
moment of doubt flares up about whether it is the inhumanity or the unre-
alizability of such a limitless system that daunts him, revealing the full force 
of his speculation: “[B]ut where are you setting the accent there? I want 
to believe: on the inhuman.”58 He wants to believe that his imagination is 
deterred by inhumanity, but he doubts it. In fact, his momentary hesitation 
reveals just the opposite, the accent falls on the challenge of the merely 
given limit. Once the challenge is set, neither the inhuman nor the impos-
sible are grounds for retreat; they are rather the overwhelming source of his 
desire. What he wants is a society without taboos, not in Erich Honecker’s 
mediocre sense, but in the unqualified sense he himself has just stipulated 
as unrealizable. As he seeks to put a name on this desired and dreaded soci-
ety, he ventures the rhetorical question his work has long since answered: 
“Would communist society be the society without taboos?”59 This name 
identifying his desire, communism, designates not merely what Thomas 
More in Utopia called “optima res publica.” Rather, it marks pure difference 
from economy—the beyond of all systems, the best of the best, optimum 
optimorum.



chapter six

Camps, Laws, and Plans:  
The Socialist Camp

The reply to the concentration camps was “the 
socialist camp.”

—Heiner Müller, War without Battle1

I am the wound, and yet the blade!
The smack, and yet the cheek that takes it!
The limb, and yet the wheel that breaks it,
The torturer, and he who’s flayed!

—Baudelaire, “Heauton Timoroumenos”2

But doesn’t our world entire lie between shelter 
and torture?

—Fühmann, Facing the Fire Pits3

1.	 fascism, liberalism, and socialism: 
choosing camps

	 “The temptation of an outrage, that was it, but first in feeling, not yet in 
word,” we read of the Muses’ nihilistic temptation in “Marsyas.” The agony 
of transgression Fühmann portrays in his 1977 story is imminent, bound 
up in the tension of anticipation and the stress of a dualistic universe. Yet 
temptation, desire, and transgression, themes associated with the blasé aes-
theticism of fin de siècle bohemias, seem improbable topics for the chas-
tened Wehrmacht soldier Franz Fühmann, a converted communist whose 
Muses sang to him in disciplined refrains about the humble beauty of the 
new proletarian state arising on German soil. Until the appearance in the 
early 1970s of Twenty-two Days, Fühmann’s work indeed discouraged the 
temptation to doubt the GDR’s system boundaries, adopting didactic nar-
rative strategies to reinforce a leftist political subjectivity capable of embrac-
ing the sacrifices of building a proletarian state in the emerging Cold War 
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environment. In The Jew’s Car (1962), the quasi-autobiographical narrator 
describes the first poem he writes as he returns to the GDR in 1949 from 
Soviet antifascist camp: “I wrote it in my head since the train was barreling 
along, clattering and banging, and after all the gloomy poems I’d written 
before, it was a bright poem. [. . .] No, I thought as I finished the last line; 
this land, I thought, I’m never going to leave it again!”4

	 In his postwar fiction from the 1950s and 1960s, after he turned away 
from poetry, Fühmann narrates not an expedient accommodation to facts 
that momentarily happen to be, but an ontological commitment to a social-
ism as universal and unconditional as the catastrophic progress of evolution. 
His language draws from the vocabulary of the natural and sublime, not 
the contingent and political. “Now,” he concludes his 1966 war story “King 
Oedipus,” “the new era of human rights [Menschenrechte] dawned from the 
gorges of the Balkans and the groves of the Maquis and the gentle plains of 
Poland and rolled out thundering from the expanses of Russia, to set an end 
to the old era, in which humans were still too close to animals.”5 The social-
ist era foreshadowed here is a natural catastrophe and a military drive, a legal 
era of human rights, and a biological leap away from animalistic prehistory 
into conscious choice. There is nothing half-hearted in this new world; no 
temptations cloud the dawning horizon. Everything right-wing—milita-
rism, biologism, fatalism—has been seamlessly folded into a heroic left. By 
1949, the contours of Fühmann’s cosmos, recently rent apart by violence 
and chaos, had finally drawn together under the united communist leader-
ship of his adoptive land. Hardened comrades from Soviet exile and Nazi 
camps were his grizzled new Muses, bringing battle-tested conviction to a 
decimated and bankrupted world. “Down with everything secretive, down 
with mysticism and obscurity,” he remembers thinking. “Let the bourgeoisie 
idolize all that, let the reactionaries praise the darkness, let the dead bury 
their dead, we will hold to life’s bold advance!” (VF 65)
	 Whatever pleasures and temptations might have been attached to cul-
tivating personal preferences—to the individualistic plurality that the vic-
torious United States was celebrating as the mark of its difference from its 
defeated or exhausted rivals—the discipline and purpose of a strong socialist 
identity was paramount for Fühmann.6 In the aftermath of the fascist vio-
lence he had propagated as SA-member and Wehrmacht soldier, any thought 
of reopening the gates to capitalism and nationalism, even as they were re-
christened liberal democracy, seemed to Fühmann nothing short of insanity: 
the decadent fruits of freedom promised by the rival systems that contested 
each other at the outset of the twentieth century had just subjected human-
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ity to a trial it had barely survived. If humanity were to persist in history, 
then wholehearted cathartic identification with a socialist difference repre-
sented the only hope for real system plurality, plurality that gave historically 
conscious classes a revolutionary choice in shaping their future rather than 
offering them just the hollow diversity of the dissolute West. In the highly 
wrought context of postwar Europe, the same Georg Lukács who had earlier 
inveighed against any form of “yielding to fate” (Schicksalsergebenheit) now 
invoked a great “turn of fate” (Schicksalswende): “Every German stands—ut-
terly dramatically—at the intersection of most fateful decisions.”7

	 Forty years after this crossroads, upon East European socialism’s collapse, 
this moment at the cusp of the new German socialist state was recharacter-
ized as another sort of watershed altogether—not a moment of fateful deci-
sion, but of self-deceptive and self-infatuated capitulation to dictatorial temp-
tation. Historians have faulted both the predominant left-wing subjectivity 
(for coupling political urgency with sentimental solidarity out of all propor-
tion to any real individual experience of belonging), and what passed as ob-
jectivity in everyday descriptions of socialist achievements. Stephan Wolle has 
given the pointed name “hale world of dictatorship” (heile Welt der Diktatur) 
to the cathartic and integrated world Fühmann thought he recognized in 
GDR socialism.8 Other commentators have found in a desire like Fühmann’s 
to see a redeemed totality and integral cosmos in the rather paltry reality of 
the war-ravaged Soviet occupation zone an example of “the necessary and 
impossible, [. . .] tragic and not uncommonly tragi-comic love between to-
talitarian states and intellectuals.”9 As the invocation of “love” here indicates 
(and indeed of tragedy), the revised view of the commitment to socialism 
holds that it was anything but an emotionally and rationally clear-headed 
choice. This judgment on it, moreover, would seem to be substantiated by 
the heady rhetoric of Fühmann’s early work, so characteristic of his time, that 
portrayed the commitment to socialism as an act of intuitive recognition that 
preceded suspiciously bourgeois postures of deliberation and discretion: first 
comes commitment, the devil’s details follow later.
	 Lukács’s Schicksalswende thus proved in the following forty years of the 
GDR to be less a decisive turn away from the Third Reich’s notorious univ-
ers concentrationnaire than a twist of fate in fact concentrating three ardu-
ously differentiated forms of social organization—fascism, liberalism, and 
socialism—into a sustained experiment in rearticulating the political differ-
entiations received by a weary postwar world. As Wolfgang Schivelbusch has 
argued in his comparison of Roosevelt’s New Deal with Hitler’s National 
Socialism, these three social forms hardened into mutual incommensura-
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bility only once World War II replaced the world economic crisis of 1929 
(and, I would add, also the 1917 October Revolution) as the central refer-
ence point for thinking about political systems. As long as the economic de-
pression called into question any particular political organization of society, 
especially liberal democracy, Schivelbusch argues, it was remarkable “how 
fluid the borders could temporarily be that were soon to turn into great 
watersheds.”10 Tagged in the title of this chapter as camps, laws, and plans, 
these three rival blocs emerged in the first half of the twentieth century as 
potentially viable ways to reorganize a world in which traditional forms of 
state sovereignty in the jus publicum Europaeum were insufficient to the tasks 
of globalization, industrialization, commodification, mass medialization, 
and juridification.11 In this sense, each term—camp, law, and plan—serves in 
the following analysis both as a synecdoche for a historical social institution, 
and as a general analytic concept transcending that institution.
	 The “camp” is a synecdoche for the external military and internal police 
apparatuses characterizing the modern nation state’s compulsion to locate 
and regulate demographic bodies, especially as this disposition takes on 
coercive, and at its most extreme, genocidal forms.12 As a principle of social 
organization, however, the “camp” marks something more abstract than 
the historical gulags, Konzentrationslager, and refugee camps that have pro-
liferated since World War I. Encampment is a central metaphysical feature 
of what we know, more benignly, as welfare statism (Fürsorgestaatlichkeit), 
a relationship brought out cynically in a joke from Nazi Germany cited 
by Horkheimer and Adorno: “[No] one is allowed to starve or freeze; 
whoever does will be sent to the concentration camp.”13 Horkheimer and 
Adorno apply the joke to contemporary society generally, where “every-
one is enclosed at an early age in a system of churches, clubs, professional 
associations and other such concerns, which constitute the most sensitive 
instrument of social control.”14 Welfare statism describes the government’s 
assumption of increasing power over not only the social order but also the 
biological viability of its constituent subjects; or, as Foucault characterized 
it, the increasing importance of a nurturing “pastoral” power over the for-
mal “political” power of the Greek polis.15 According to Giorgio Agamben, 
the philosopher who has gone furthest in hypostatizing the idea of “the 
camp” as the dystopian avatar of modern power, this goal of securing both 
quality and quantity of life has expanded to the extent that the legal rights 
of the citizen have been decisively displaced by the state’s plastic powers 
over “bare life.”16 Internal welfare, moreover, has been conflated with ex-
ternal defense through the hypertrophy of “security concerns”—to such an 
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extent that the distinction between citizen and refugee has likewise lost its 
political meaning.17

	 The contemporary elevation of the term camp beyond a territorial des-
ignation to the status of metaphysical principle, expresses post–Cold War 
political anxiety over a path of governmental evolution running contrary 
to the juridical evolution of individual rights and the limits they set on the 
plastic reach of the state. Associated most strongly with leftist modernity, 
this evolution in the government’s pastoral power over the well-being of 
its subjects connects—in a suggestive, if by no means causally or logically 
coherent chain—forms of ancient matriarchal communitarianism, feudal pa-
triarchy, and the paternalism of the modern Westphalian nation-state, with 
the ambiguous inheritances in industrial modernity of fascist and socialist 
corporatism and the contemporary security state. In key ways, this broad 
notion of the camp recapitulates Hannah Arendt’s noted hostility to “the so-
cial,” the purely external and noncognitive compulsions of biological needs 
and reproduction whose ascendancy, she argues, culminates in totalitarian-
ism’s most characteristic institution, the concentration camp.18 Agamben, 
however, sees the liberal alternative to fascism and socialism, which Arendt 
stoutly defends, to be every bit as deeply implicated in the biological politics 
of “the social.” As a distinct “technique of power,” the camp for Agamben is 
independent of particular political interests, and, precisely as a technology 
rather than a politics in the sense of the Greek polis, its organizational meth-
ods penetrate liberal state forms as easily as the nonliberal forms that Ar-
endt holds responsible for producing the camp. Agamben’s political anxiety 
thus addresses itself not to the Cold War antagonisms organizing Arendt’s 
politics, but to long-term biotechnical processes of social organization that 
work by metaphysically excluding, and physically enclosing, the freely in-
tending, and openly resisting, individual agent. “Only because biological 
life and its needs had become the politically decisive fact is it possible to 
understand the otherwise incomprehensible rapidity with which twentieth-
century parliamentary democracies were able to turn into totalitarian states 
and with which this century’s totalitarian states were able to be converted, 
almost without interruption, into parliamentary democracies.”19 The axis 
of this frightening political lability for Agamben—as for Foucault—is the 
de facto collapse of normative law into the generative machinery of demo-
graphic manipulation, politics having thereby become technology.20

	 Whereas this still unorthodox hypostatization of the camp denotes di-
rect and increasingly pervasive effects of external power networks on lo-
calized bodies, the very traditional, but notoriously slippery term law re-
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fers here to the rise of disembodied and highly deterritorialized codes of 
conduct, a formal process known as “juridification.”21 On the one hand, 
“law” serves in our discussion as a synecdoche for the liberal “rule of law” 
enshrined in specific state constitutions since the American and French 
revolutions at the end of the eighteenth century. In this sense, the law rep-
resents a progressive current of societal development of individual rights 
and internal freedoms (such as freedom of conscience), in juxtaposition to 
earlier hierarchical orders of feudal privilege. On the other hand, the law 
also designates an abstract conceptual realm where the character of the so-
cial order in general is debated as autonomy or heteronomy. Thus, besides 
representing the internally derived (inalienable) rights of an individual, law 
can also be conceived contrarily as a purely external code of coordination 
in which the modern state reconciles perceived subjective liberty with the 
rational needs of governmental power. Critiques of legality as an organiza-
tion of social life that merely pretends to rest on the normative guarantee of 
individual freedom of will, but actually fosters conformity to the preroga-
tives of power—critiques associated with poststructuralist and genealogical 
analyses—have been part and parcel of social contract theories of law since 
at least Hobbes in the seventeenth century.22 In the contractarian tradition, 
modern states are founded on the historical undecidability whether rex facit 
legim (power decrees law) or lex facit regim (law allocates power). Thus, for 
Hobbes law depends on a dialectic of natural free will (deliberate acts) and 
voluntary abdication of the individual will to a sovereign whose reign takes 
on the force of law (external compulsion). After the Enlightenment zenith 
of classical natural law theory in the era from Grotius to Rousseau, which 
emphasized the rational character of law grounded in human autonomy, 
the modern positive law tradition switched the accent to the heteronomous 
character of historical law: as statute on the books, law for the positivists is 
always only rules posited by earthly authority, with consistency and com-
prehensiveness serving as its highest aims. Thus, for nineteenth-century 
German positivists like Georg Jellinek and Gerhard Anschütz, the undecid-
able contest between political sovereignty and constitutional authority is 
emphasized to the detriment of any notion of an inherent human right.23

	 If the ancient concept of law is ambiguous as to its internal normative 
and external regulative effects, the concept of “plan” appears at first to be all 
externality, a matter of technical material administration, rather than moral 
institution. In the proverbial Five-Year Plans of the Soviet Union, “the plan” 
is the dominant figure for an at times ruthlessly materialistic historical so-
cialism, one that runs roughshod over precisely the legal right deemed most 
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fundamental to human subjectivity from Cicero to Rousseau—namely, the 
right to private property.24 As a metaphysical concept designating the provi-
dential organization of social goods, however, planning reveals its ambigu-
ity—for if conflict between individual actors is not to be governed by ad or 
post hoc adjudication of contracts, but judiciously anticipated and provided 
for by the conscious guiding of material claims, then the question of con-
sciousness (of an internal self-conception of the whole and its parts) inevi-
tably poses itself. In the Husserlian sense of intentionality, the plan is the 
moment of self-presence distinguishing progressively between a past (reten-
tion) and a future (protention).25 In this abstract sense, the concept of plan-
ning can be contrasted with that of emergence, which designates a purely 
external social ordering that takes place spontaneously, without guidance 
by some sort of intending subject; emergence lacks the strong apprehension 
(or apperception) of presence that characterizes conscious intention. If, ac-
cording to the Marxist account, the invisible hand of capitalist accumulation 
is the heteronomous sovereign force behind the liberal rule of law, then only 
with the visible hand of socialist planning are the blind laws of private accu-
mulation replaced by conscious, collective control over the common goods 
of social life. Only with the plan does sovereignty become truly present to 
itself as autonomous popular will.
	 Yet as real socialism’s Five-Year Plan rose in metaphysical stature to be-
come the overriding fatality of the socialist state, the increasing interrela-
tion of everything past and present demanded by comprehensive planning 
led to stasis, the growing impossibility of transformation. Everything had 
to become present at once in the plan, whereas change would require in-
stead a plural ontology, a world of interiority and exteriority, presence and 
absence. Even Trotsky saw the immensity (although not any simple falsity) 
of the plan’s conceit: “If a universal mind existed,” he wrote in 1932, “of 
the kind that projected itself into the scientific fancy of Laplace—a mind 
that could register simultaneously all the processes of nature and society, 
that could measure the dynamics of their motion, that could forecast the 
results of their inter-reactions—such a mind, of course, could a priori draw 
up a faultless and exhaustive economic plan, beginning with the number 
of acres of wheat down to the last button for a vest. The bureaucracy often 
imagines that just such a mind is at its disposal.”26 The plan, which might 
initially have appeared as an external compulsion of facts—as opposed to 
legality’s fount in an interior moral “ought”—, comes up against the oppo-
site conceptual limitation. In its total recall (Er-Innerung, in Hegel’s pun27) 
of past and future in the synoptic eye of the present, the plan, like Zeno’s 
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paradox of Achilles and the tortoise, threatens to bring to a halt any world 
once thought capable of movement and change.
	 The relationship between the triad of camp, law, and plan is already sug-
gested by ancient theological and rhetorical topoi. As in biblical hermeneu-
tics, where God the Provider (of the lex Christi) is distinguished from God 
the Avenger (of the lex Mosis), or in Aristotelian ethics, where distributive 
justice (iustitia distributiva) is distinguished from retributive (iustitia com-
mutativa), a similar distinction might be drawn between the plan’s claim 
to providential fulfillment of all future desires, and the camp’s claim to 
punishment and remediation of past transgressions. Thus, Saint Thomas’s 
conception of the absolute state as poena et remedium peccati (punisher and 
remediator of sins) was expressed no place more grimly than in the motto 
Jedem das Seine (“To each his due,” unicuique suum) inscribed inside the KZ 
Buchenwald gate. Meanwhile, the law can be imagined as the Trinitarian 
forum where the advocatus of the Gospels (paraclete in Greek—that is, the 
Holy Spirit as divine intercessor) argues for fallen humanity’s redemption 
before the jealous and measuring judge, Yahweh. “The Paraclete,” notes 
René Girard, “is called on behalf of the prisoner, the victim, to speak in his 
place and in his name, to act in his defense. The Paraclete is the universal 
advocate, the chief defender of all innocent victims, the destroyer of every rep-
resentation of persecution.”28In this loftiest of senses, the legal forum reconciles 
judgment on the past with discretion toward the future by linking past facts 
(that which was) with future facts (that which will be)—it does so, however, 
at the cost of a deep ontologically ambiguity lodged in its contrary status as 
either inchoative tendency (the status nascendi conveyed by the German term 
Gesetzmäßigkeit) or motivating norm (the ought to be of free moral will).29

	 While this mythical universe of providence and punishment expresses 
how enduring and fundamental categories like my camps, laws, and plans 
are, I also cite it to caution against letting an allegorical typology suggest 
a static ontologization of these categories. The “universe” in which I place 
the camps, laws, and plans of Fühmann’s work is a pragmatic institutional 
order, with all the historical variability and particularity such an order lays 
claim to over and against the compactness and constancy of allegory. The 
issues of real socialism become apparent where the ontological conflicts 
assume the spatial and temporal pathos of transformation that Fühmann’s 
work so successfully conveys. The three-fold concentration of metaphysi-
cal conundrums on the historical sites of Fühmann’s affirmation of social-
ism—the POW labor camp in Nephitgorsk, the Antifa re-education camp 
in Noginsk, the partitioned and eventually walled off occupation zone in 
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East Berlin—marks the indelible problematic of his writing: the theme of 
transformation as well as the transformation his writing itself undergoes. 
Drawing on past enthusiasms of right and left, the totality of Fühmann’s 
socialist affirmation contains in situ all the paradoxes of camps, laws, and 
plans that his subsequent writing never sorts out and leaves behind, but in-
stead distills into stark metaphysical conflicts; conflicts that all transitional 
systems either simplify away in taking on successful historical form . . . or 
experience as infinite existential pain.

2.	totally (barbed) wired: totalitarianism  
as pathos and relation

Does the antithesis of Right and Left still have any meaning?
—Raymond Aron, The Opium of the Intellectuals30

	 In his account of the growth and subdivision of social systems, Niklas 
Luhmann maintains that “the construction of complexity can be initiated 
only by a reduction of complexity.”31 In other words, only by initiating a 
number of internal simplifications can a system organize a broader range 
of phenomena. In Fühmann’s case, the historical intersection of fascist to-
tal mobilization with its unconditional military surrender, exactly the op-
posite situation prevails: only with a radical surge in complexity does the 
opportunity present itself to simplify the ravaged world by wholly other 
means. A more or less chaotic collapse, not a simplifying reduction, opens 
the prospect for a radically different systemic organization. Such a collapse 
of social systems, or more precisely, the conscious revolutionary embrace of 
a collapse of differentiations into an underdetermined plenum is, for obvi-
ous reasons, easily construed as a totalitarian rejection of the normative and 
functional distinctions of liberalism. Yet such stigmatization of the indeter-
minacy to which Fühmann committed himself in the middle of the 1940s 
as a totalitarian devolution of liberal progress can happen only after the fact 
of the systemic failure of those commitments, and precisely as a later liberal 
judgment on it—a judgment that, because liberalism is indifferent to the 
distinction between communism and fascism, automatically sentences all 
radical initiatives to the single hell of Hitler/Stalin.32 In other words, left/
right political distinctions of the sort that Fühmann tried to rearticulate out 
of the personal and social collapse of 1945 can exist today only within the 
liberal order outside of which Fühmann chose to stand. To the extent that 
the Stunde Null of 1945 wasn’t a clean slate, but a messy deformalization of 
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social borders, it harbored the possibility for Fühmann of radical reorder-
ing—a possibility retrospectively foreclosed by the order that triumphed in 
1989.
	 While liberalism can exclude state socialism from legitimate politics 
by deeming it totalizing, it cannot exclude totalizing from its own liberal 
precincts by equating it with illiberal commitments. In a 1964 discussion 
between Adorno and Bloch, totality emerges as the only way to invest 
consciousness with the pathos of true choice. Adorno was a thinker fully 
antipathetic to Fühmann’s state socialist commitments, and Bloch, the phi-
losopher of radical hope, fled the GDR in 1961 with what he had to admit 
were “disappointed hopes.” Nonetheless, the two conversation partners 
agree on Adorno’s assessment “that what people have lost subjectively in 
regard to consciousness is very simply the capability to imagine the totality 
as something that could be completely different. [. . .] People are sworn 
to this world as it is and have this blocked consciousness vis-à-vis possibil-
ity.”33 Even in opposition to the “totalitarian” GDR state, the leftist passion 
for a total overhaul of existing social relations remained part of the intel-
lectual agenda within the rapidly normalizing West Germany of chancel-
lors Adenauer and Erhard in the 1950s and 1960s.34 The subsequent Frank-
furt School legacy, exemplified by Jürgen Habermas’s turn to neo-Kantian 
(Rawlsian) legalism in the 1990s, sought to disavow both totality and sov-
ereignty. Totality in this case was understood as single-party dictatorships, 
and sovereignty as the postcolonial world’s outmoded insistence on “the 
right to national self-determination.” Imagining cosmopolitan law replac-
ing both dictatorial caprice and national sovereignty, however, this legacy 
only defines a new sovereignty (or system) based on a total global consen-
sus on a priori rules of communicative conduct, on what John Rawls called 
“well-ordered peoples.”35 However tempting it might be to repudiate the 
totalizing pathos that mobilized various collectivisms in the years preced-
ing each world war and to blame the affect, and the “do-gooders” (Welt-
verbesserer) bearing it, for the twentieth century’s tragic deviations from a 
liberal norm, conversations like that between the disillusioned Adorno and 
Bloch indicate how irresistible some holistic category—some camp—re-
mains for thinking about identities and their coordination.
	 A widely observed sociological riddle suggests how misleading it is to 
associate totality only with the pathos of violent collective identification, 
rather than noting it in relations coordinated behind the backs of private 
individuals. Shopping is thus often experienced as an authentic expres-
sion of individual preference while deliberate regulation of consumerism is 
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taken to infringe upon free choice. Individuality is perceived as spontane-
ously intact when standardized in the exercise of set consumer options, and 
as injured when compelled to assume face-to-face responsibility for uncer-
tain consequences.36 Social totalities may thus appear conceptually where 
they are least visible experientially. The Marxist tradition has analyzed such 
paradoxes under rubrics from alienation and commodity fetishism to the 
administered society and culture industry.37 Other traditions have thema-
tized similar phenomena: systems theory, for example, when it separates 
psychic systems from social systems, or phenomenology when it contrasts 
an authentic lifeworld with an instrumentalized systemworld.38 For Fou-
cault, the paradox is encapsulated in the formula omnes et singulatim (“all 
and each”), which refers to the simultaneous totalization and individualiza-
tion by which government preserves its authority.39

	 In our case, real socialism challenges us to understand, without resur-
recting a dated notion of “totality,” how there can be more than one way 
of relating everything to everything else (plural universalism), and how the 
experience of some one such system of relations as opposed to some other 
can become present to the consciousness as pathos (and can thus be nar-
rated). Trying to do justice to what is visible and invisible in a world that 
extends beyond any individual’s purview, Merleau-Ponty writes that “it is 
a question not of putting the perceptual faith in place of reflection, but on 
the contrary of taking into account the total situation, which involves ref-
erence from the one [faith] to the other [reflection].”40 On Fühmann’s ex-
ample, we are led to ask what difference it makes to a literary consciousness 
whether it is experiencing an “invisible” liberal norm or an “intentional” 
socialist plan, if both articulate practical ways of interrelating a modern to-
tality? As a literary project, rather than testimony to an anachronistic pa-
thos, Fühmann’s commitment to socialism reads as an effort to relate inten-
tional to structural aspects of a system, not as an opposition between true 
and false consciousness, but as a way of creating universal (leftist) political 
meaning out of a catastrophic Schicksalswende.
	 Fühmann’s self-referential commitment to socialism as marking off a 
left-wing from a formerly right-wing selfhood gains in narrative urgency 
as he struggles—in the face of refractory observations of his land—with 
an other-referential commitment “not to just any socialism of attitude or 
of ideality, but to that socialism which exists in state form.”41 As the “state 
form” moves to the center of his literary imagination, he tries to refer 
Marxism’s universalist emancipatory pathos to the structuring transforma-
tion being undertaken by fellow survivors and functionaries in the homely 
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GDR. It would be a mistake to see this as a personal matter, narrating a 
post hoc justification for an unjustified, perhaps unjustifiable, choice made 
by a captured and frightened soldier. Foucault remarks about J. Robert Op-
penheimer that “it’s because he had a direct and localized relation to scien-
tific knowledge and institutions that the atomic scientist could make his 
intervention; but, since the nuclear threat affected the whole human race 
and the fate of the world, his discourse could at the same time be the dis-
course of the universal.”42 Or as Neil Armstrong succinctly summarized the 
Apollo project: “[O]ne small step for a man, one great leap for mankind.” 
The nuclear scientist and astronaut’s double relationship, first to a local 
institution, then, through that local institution’s global significance, to a 
total system, is the sort of relationship Fühmann tried to establish between 
a profoundly local intervention (while in Soviet camps and then militarily 
partitioned Berlin) and the global significance, not of the crude East Ger-
man state apparatus, but of the socialism it claimed to be bringing about. 
Everything depended on the ontological status of the apparently so abstract 
and intangible relational unity that Fühmann and his comrades insisted on 
treating as “socialism”: is socialism, in other words, as fateful, and perhaps 
fatal, as the apocalyptic “nuclear threat”? “Of course,” writes Fühmann, “I 
can’t shut my eyes to the fact the world is split into two camps that from 
the point of view of their genealogy, ideology and practice of life stand 
largely in antagonistic opposition to each other, but together they’re what 
we’ve got of humanity, even if [. . .] only in a negative sense. An idiotic, 
one-sided example occurs to me as an image: two halves of one atom bomb 
blowing each other to pieces when they collide.”43

	 Like the variants of sovereignty discussed in Chapter 3, which in one 
instance originates an authority without origins, and in another aims at 
an end beyond the logic of ends, this planetary socialist promise harbors 
paradoxical poles of genesis and telos (related to my characterization of law 
as both generative Gesetzmäßigkeit and prescriptive norm for intentional 
behavior). Martin Jay observes how “for Lukács . . . totality was an expres-
sive concept with a genetic center. Although Bloch endorsed Lukács’s view 
of the proletariat as the ‘we-subject’ of history and agreed that the human-
ization of the historical process was progressive, he stressed the teleological 
power of its end rather than the genetic creativity of its beginning.”44 Total-
ity in this double sense is the key concept through which political debate 
about sovereignty takes on a twentieth-century technological cast. As Carl 
Schmitt formulated his version of the relationship between the concepts: 
“[T]he sovereign creates and guarantees the situation as a whole in its total-
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ity.”45 While Schmitt, reversing Lukács, prioritizes the single element before 
the whole network, the permutations of alpha and omega have little effect 
on questions concerning their relationship—questions that point, besides 
to the genetic/telic ambiguity of totality, to another related antinomy—
namely, that of system, as an autarchic set of binding interrelationships, ver-
sus decision, as a monarchic, nonrelational determination. This totalitarian 
twin, whose totems could be the machine and the leader, emerges joined at 
the hip as feudal rule is finally fading as a form of social coordination with 
the collapse of Ottoman, Russian, German, and Austrian empires at the 
end of World War I.46

	 The simultaneity and mutual exclusivity of claims to system and claims 
to decision recalls the dilemma over the priority of agency versus structure 
that is arguably the defining conundrum of modernity—that is, of a social 
order that reserves for itself prerogatives of both innovation (agency) and 
rationalization (structure).47 As Rousseau expresses the paradox already in 
1762: for the idea of “an emergent people” (peuple naissant) to make sense, 
“the effect would have to become the cause. The social spirit which ought 
to be the work of that institution, would have to preside over the institu-
tion itself. And men would be, prior to the advent of laws, what they ought 
to become by means of laws.”48 Although I keep tracing twentieth-century 
conundrums—the genos/telos and the structure/agency antinomies—back 
to Enlightenment roots and further, what leads me to stress totality as 
the relevant formulation for mass sovereignty in the twentieth century is, 
crassly formulated, the sheer quantity of government necessary to coordi-
nate industrialized life by the century’s dawn, and the technology the quan-
titative implies. Scarcely a social demand expressed itself that did not do 
so by reference to some governing institution, whether an explicitly politi-
cal one like a popular representative house; a military one like an army in 
“total mobilization” (totale Mobilmachung), as Ernst Jünger termed arma-
ment’s emerging planetary scale; or, crucially, a technical one like a bureau 
of weights and measures or an office of censuses and statistics. Foucault, 
following Durkheim, argues that by the end of the eighteenth century seg-
mented sovereign societies began ceding to stratified “disciplinary societ-
ies” on the basis of the expanded scope of containment and surveillance 
apparatuses (extending the logic of the camp into schools, hospitals, and 
factories).49 Building on Foucault, Gilles Deleuze sees another technocratic 
switch underway, from disciplinary regimes to the “society of control,” 
wherein people operate less in a fixed framework of disciplines than by 
each assuming a variety of roles in vast free-floating networks of control.50 
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For all their sinister vagueness, these rubrics clearly suggest how modern 
social coordination is evolving with a scope and intensity that makes pre-
vious experiences of sovereignty unrecognizable, combining camps, laws, 
and plans—otherwise taken to be mutually exclusive—to mold new social 
wholes with unexpected characteristics. For Fühmann, too, totality’s char-
acter is precisely what is still at issue (“not yet in word”), both genetically 
(as regards any structural tendency) and telically (as regards any normative 
intention toward the future).
	 While the totality concept captures well Fühmann’s literary attempt to 
think through his camps, laws, and plans, the sticking point of his autobio-
graphical reflections only truly shows itself when it comes to assigning a 
right/left distinction to this global concept and doing so without recourse 
to received criteria of political differentiation, such as liberalism’s. In Soviet 
prison camp, Fühmann’s commitment to socialism had to be a commit-
ment to a norm and a tendency that existed, but existed in contradistinc-
tion to the stark facticity of his captivity. It was a commitment, as his Anti-
fascist School taught, to seek “the battle line between reaction and progress 
through the millennia of human history, demanding a clear ‘for’ or ‘against’ 
in every area of social activity, even in art and literature” (VF 59). It was 
thus a commitment to a totality of relations in the same moment, as this 
totality marked a tendentious political difference. Fühmann’s differential to-
tality is what we have been calling socialism.
	 To the extent that rallying around socialism is not just rallying around 
a name, but committing to an emergent structure and a political decision, 
this totality has to be marked by more than the scale of its coordination. 
Thus, if the quantity of postwar government—the sheer number of elements 
it was called upon to relate in a simplified network of collective welfare and 
human freedom—had become overwhelming, the historical quality of this 
explosion in governance refers inevitably to the experience of an antagonis-
tic border precipitating on the sites where the old Eurasian empires failed 
to manage that quantity. In this sense, Schmitt similarly distinguishes be-
tween a “quantitative” and “qualitative” total state.51 Reacting in the early 
1930s against the weakness of a Weimar state with vast responsibilities and 
little initiative, he characterizes a quantitative total state as a weak one that 
is responsive, as a state, to the full range of social desires; a qualitative to-
tal state, by contrast, is one that intensively shapes its subjects’ demands 
through a substantive political vision of social order. The stumbling block 
for Fühmann is that the qualitative distinction of the socialist totality could 
not simply be the arbitrary imposition of a strong leadership as a ground-
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less ground of the whole (a fateful decision); rather, the socialist qualia had 
to both imply and transcend the objective quantitative order.
	 But how can reference to some such qualia, contained in the smallest 
element, but not contained by the largest whole, amount to anything other 
than mysticism, metaphysics, and miraculous revelation: anything other 
than the “horrible, demonic dance of death ranging over the whole apoca-
lypse of our times” that was so resolutely repudiated as fascistic by the chas-
tened protagonist of Fühmann’s The Jew’s Car? Indeed, that is the central 
aspect of Fühmann’s recurring question of transformation: is there a right/
left distinction, if not to the Apocalypse, then to the twentieth century’s 
radical dedifferentiation of social forms; a distinction, moreover, in which 
the left pole is not only different from, but superior to the right? If so, what 
criterion transcends the collapse of camps, laws, and plans in order to be 
able to measure the qualitative progress of the posited new order? What 
can a person sense or experience that lets him or her know that the ecstati-
cally desired New is in fact also the soberly calibrated New?
	 Starting with the reality of his conversion—with the sovereignty of his 
decision to transform himself from fascist to socialist—Fühmann finds that 
this radical decision has no meaning unless its pure self-reference can be 
complemented by other-reference to some external, world-creating sys-
tem. The tautologically true, because purely immanent, fact of his existen-
tial commitment to socialism seeks substantiation outside of itself. Where 
outside? In the leftist camp—that is, military prison, political occupation, 
dilapidated construction site: not auspicious venues for validating the open 
sovereignty of progress. Nonetheless, Fühmann’s historicized and narrated 
references to life in real socialism are charged with unfolding all the unde-
cidable metaphysical paradoxes of camps, laws, and plans in a legible story 
of qualitative transformation. “If one relies on an ontologically oriented 
logic that cannot include time, one encounters paradoxes, as technicians of 
formal calculations know,” writes Luhmann, describing possible responses 
to the very paradoxes of Apollo’s duel with Marsyas examined in Chap-
ter 5. “One then must either ‘Gödelize’—that is, transcend the boundaries 
drawn by the premises of the calculus—or ‘temporalize,’ that is, endow the 
calculating system with time.”52 Fühmann, accordingly, aims to “temporal-
ize,” to turn to time to validate the existence of socialism as more than just 
a name he calls himself. But time, in the form of an ever more provincial 
GDR history, is hardly able to organize the many paradoxes of socialism’s 
real situation. Thus, we have seen how, in his decisive moment of literary 
conversion—the writing of Twenty-two Days or Half a Life, twenty six years 
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after his political conversion as a POW—he turns from Hegelian “tempor-
alizing” to a more speculative “Gödelizing.”
	 Fühmann’s narrative achievement, as well as his literary crisis (Scheitern), 
is to represent with experiential pathos and referential precision the move-
ment of the paradoxes of transformation and identity into time and then 
back out of time into formal being . . . or nonbeing. Since he is existentially 
driven to distinguish between a fascist self and a socialist self and to see that 
potentially nominal distinction be articulated in the substantive difference 
between Nazi lager and Soviet gulag, Nuremberg racial laws and proletarian 
justice, capitalist spreadsheets and communist plan, he cannot accept that 
the world consists of either a single unchanging logos beyond all political 
and economic differences or a punctual mythos at the root of each. If there 
is a left/right difference, if his choice of socialism as different and superior 
is to be figured as a real choice, then he can never close the horizon of refer-
ence into pure self-reference or absolute transcendence. However enthusias-
tically the former SA man Franz Fühmann launched his literary career with a 
cathartic embrace of socialism, that foundational decision can only continue 
to be figured as a tendency along a left/right border—any subsequent clos-
ing of the differential horizon behind it merely lands Fühmann back in the 
ancient Eleatic paradoxes that, holding the world to be a single substance, 
deny the possibility of the change he so desperately desires. His total affir-
mation of system difference is thus always haunted by the same temptations 
that flayed Marsyas and struck Apollo’s Muses dumb: “the temptation of an 
outrage, that was it, but first in feeling, not yet in word.”

3.	 left resurrection out of the ruins  
of the left/right

The Communist presentiment of the Beyond: And should we 
fail in this here world, we’ll see each other in Bitterfeld.

—Old East German joke

Oh, the bitter hour of decline,
When we behold a stony face in the black waters.
But radiantly the silver lids of lovers lift:
One flesh. Incense streams from rosy pillows
And the sweet song of the resurrected.

—Trakl, “Song of the West”

	 “When two do the same thing, they do not do the same thing,” Ernst 
Bloch writes in 1933 about Nazis and communists with a dialectical refine-
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ment that belies the fatal difficulty his Weimar contemporaries experienced 
in getting beyond the rhetoric of left and right to a responsible political 
stance. “So it is today, when the Nazi cannot yet reveal the way he really 
looks and what he really wants, and thus disguises himself. [. . .] The most 
dreadful white terror against populace and socialism [. . .] camouflages him-
self as socialist.”53 Four years later, in 1937, by way of response to Thomas 
Mann’s mission statement for his new antifascist exile journal Maß und 
Wert (Measure and Value), Bloch again addresses the overlap between the 
“semantically appropriate effectiveness, reality” (sinngemäßen Wirksamkeit, 
Wirklichkeit) of socialist language and the inappropriateness of fascist rhet-
oric.54 According to Bloch, Mann’s editorial statement postulated that with 
Nazi propaganda, “the vocabulary of revolution is irredeemably damaged 
[heillos geschändet], compromised and reduced to silliness.”55 Bloch’s left-
wing messianism, however, recoils at denying redemption to the language 
of revolution, no matter how apparently corrupted. “Is such vocabulary 
really ‘irredeemably damaged’ by the Nazis? So irredeemably that it must 
fail in its service to the revolution?”56 Bloch’s specifically political concern 
here is with preserving the ability of the German language—or of language 
in general—to adequately differentiate between socialism and fascism, or at 
least between their respective left and right aspirations.
	 Fühmann’s central autobiographical construction, we should recall, was 
that he began his adult life in the 1930s as a fascist nursing all fascism’s dull 
and gloomy ideological fantasies. While in the mid-1940s he honorably 
sought to become an enlightened poet of socialism, he could never escape 
the sheer chronological reality that his lyrical imagination had initially been 
fired by the language and sympathies of a late-Imperial modernism ostensi-
bly so foreign to the Left, in particular by the fractured and violent poetry 
of Austrian expressionist Georg Trakl, although, he comments, it might 
just as well have been Rilke, George, or Benn (VF 228). In what fashion 
could Fühmann then say that he, like his adoptive state, had transformed 
from fascist to socialist; or that his new country, like himself, had made the 
switch? If fascism and socialism are not themselves distinct from language, 
but are embedded in constitutive speech acts, communications, and norms, 
then the verbal ambiguity of Fühmann’s Muses has grave consequences 
for referring meaningfully to a real socialist difference. As Michael Tratner 
pointedly asks in his study on the politics of modernism: “[Why is] it that 
modernists held such diametrically opposed views and yet wrote in such 
similar ways?”57
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	 In a passage from his idiosyncratic 1982 autobiographical reflections on 
Trakl, Facing the Fire Pits that I cited in Chapter 4, Fühmann takes up this 
problem of politically dichotomous language with respect to GDR liter-
ature’s founding figure, Johannes R. Becher. Writing in the early 1980s, 
Fühmann regards Becher’s late 1940s project of resurrecting a language 
of national pathos with skeptical eyes. “What happened then and moved 
masses,” Fühmann recognizes, “is doubtless difficult to grasp today: a re-
covery of political values through the despite-it-all use [Denoch-Gebrauch] 
of misused—to the point of being used-up—words in the name of revolu-
tionary renewal [. . .]. They underwent a sort of miracle of Lazarus, even 
such degraded words as ‘heroism’ and ‘hero’” (VF 107). During the 1940s 
era of socialist construction to which Fühmann is referring here, Becher 
was not only reinvigorating the idioms of a Nazified sublime but was also 
seeking legal permission to take over the bourgeois-aristocratic-sounding 
title, and presumably something of the spirit as well, of Thomas Mann’s 
exile journal Maß und Wert in order to reuse it as the flagship literary jour-
nal of the new socialist German state. This is, of course, the same journal 
to whose antirevolutionary mission statement Bloch had objected in 1937, 
and Mann, mindful perhaps of that irony, demurred. Thus, when Becher’s 
journal eventually appeared in 1949, instead of the hoped-for “Measure and 
Value” it bore the uncannily similar title “Meaning and Form” (Sinn und 
Form).58 There is thus a double resurrection at play in Becher’s postwar 
miracle-work: on the one hand, bourgeois measures and values, and on the 
other, protofascist heroic pathos are each made to rise again, transfigured 
into new socialist meanings and forms.
	 As late as 1960, Fühmann could still recall without irony or suspicion 
how, during his dark days in Soviet POW camp, Becher’s verses taught him 
to speak again of Germany, “the other Germany.” Thus in his 1960 homage 
to Becher, Fühmann elevates the voice of the recently deceased poet from 
that of a mortal individual to that of the dynamic, living reality of socialism 
itself: ‘le roi est mort, vive le roi!’ in the medieval formula for the sovereign 
incorporation of the king’s body into the royal body politic. “Not a single 
voice alone,” Fühmann writes, “could effect the miracle of transforming 
the hundreds of thousands behind barbed wire. This miracle—and it was 
a miracle that happened over many days—was achieved by the living real-
ity of socialism, and Becher’s poems were an effective part of this reality.”59 
Thus, in the decades before he began doubting the miraculous nature of 
Becher’s ministry, Fühmann located its animating power—its “semantically 
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appropriate effectiveness, reality” (to invoke again Bloch’s phrase for true 
revolutionary language)—in its ability, as poetry, to incorporate ambiguous 
reality and, as socialism, to incorporate ambiguous language.
	 Over the next twenty-some years between this 1960 homage to Becher 
and his 1982 homage to Trakl, Facing the Fire Pits, the miracle of socialist-
word-made-GDR-flesh becomes—in the implied sense of a miracle being 
contrary to reason, unprecedented, and incommensurable—an insoluble 
contradiction for Fühmann. He cannot but remember with pained irony 
the days of doctrinaire faith in the realist, antidecadent literary credo politi-
cally enforced by Becher, Alexander Abusch (Becher’s successor as second 
minister of culture) and Vladimir S. Semionov (the highest-ranking Soviet 
diplomat in East Germany).60 “All the value-positing demands and their 
robust realization,” he recalls in 1982, “also happened on the terrain of the 
aesthetic, under the sign of historical necessity, indispensable for the con-
struction of a new society that—already hailed by Johannes R. Becher in 
1917 at the hour of its first existence—was now beginning its emergence 
on German soil, as the true fatherland of the German people: ‘Resurrected 
from ruins, and facing the future,’ as the national anthem puts it.—” At this 
point in the ironic crescendo of his recollections, Fühmann interrupts this 
sarcastic citation of Becher’s lyrics for the GDR anthem with an outburst 
of sincere pathos: “I’m talking here about memories; they’re precious to 
me.—Oh, Angel of my fatherland, will you show yourself again as you 
once appeared to me?” (VF 108) From Becher to archangel Michael in the 
space of a dash: with this apostrophe to the militant patron saint of Ger-
many who belongs as much to Ludwig the Pious as to Becher and Trakl, 
Fühmann realizes how little the socialist resurrection of fallen words will 
let itself be sublimated into a worldly stance of ironic despair. The words 
take on new semantic content not in their ironic and self-referential cita-
tion by a disillusioned Fühmann, but more poignantly because they are 
referring now to a different—and Fühmann still hopes—a somehow trans-
formed world. “In my thinking I drew the consequences,” he writes about 
his turn to socialism in prison camp, “but not in my feeling: thoughts of 
the new, feelings of the old, what a mishmash I was! At the same time, the 
consequence was inevitable: wasn’t what happened in Trakl’s poetry in fact 
a dismantling of the ‘human good’ [Menschlichgutem]—which word elated 
me in Hölderlin since I felt it as an anticipation of all the nobility, truth, 
goodness and beauty socialism would set free?” (VF 118).
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4.	 the shock of the camps: damascus  
in the lager’ voennoplennych

It was as though Trakl’s poem were commencing a struggle against me as an 
alter ego and, debilitated by shock [Betroffenheit] yet simultaneously enjoying 
this debilitation as liberation, I were regarding the struggle with dreamy com-
posure: under the oaks we sway on a silver skiff.—Swaying under the oaks were the 
executed, even in our quiet valley. This was the beginning of May 1945. (VF 28)

	 “In the beginning is the shock [das Betroffensein]” (VF 103) according to 
Fühmann’s gospel. Betroffenheit, the same key word with which Fühmann 
characterized his story “Marsyas,” describes the specific type of artistic pa-
thos animating Fühmann’s cultural political outlook.61 It is a particularly 
difficult word to translate: shock, affectedness, impactedness, dismay, be-
ing moved—it can imply debilitation as well as engagement. Trakl’s phrase, 
“pondering the truth—great pain” (der Wahrheit nachsinnen—viel Schmerz), 
which Fühmann chose as the title to the abridged version of his Trakl book 
published in 1979 by Reclam, conveys some sense of what Fühmann means 
by Betroffenheit. It is this quasi-cognitive Betroffenheit that is crucial to un-
derstanding the affective, aesthetic dynamic of socialist modernity.62 If, as 
François Furet holds, “[T]he bourgeoisie is a synonym for modern soci-
ety,”63 then there would by definition be little modernism to be sought in 
the work of the socialist Fühmann except in the negative sense of the anti-
bourgeois irony expressed in his stories about his youth in provincial Bo-
hemia. Moreover, the normative hypothesis underlying many rehabilitative 
readings of socialist literature—namely, that it becomes more modern (that 
is, better) as it sheds its affirmative pathos of distinction and converges 
with Western cosmopolitan literature in what Wolfgang Emmerich calls 
modernism’s characteristic “civilizational criticism” and what Furet would 
simply call modernism’s “bourgeois self-hatred”—likewise makes it hard to 
observe what is both modern and aesthetically distinct about Fühmann.64 
Controverting theses that, cheerfully or despairingly, homogenize moder-
nity as a bourgeois phenomenon, Fühmann’s Betroffenheit does not dissolve 
the left-right distinction in his experience, but points to the place where the 
antagonistic border between socialism and capitalism is happening—pre-
cisely as an intensification of its existential stakes.
	 With its recollection of experiences in the Soviet labor camp in Nephti-
gorsk in the Caucasus and then in the Antifascist School in Noginsk (near 
Moscow), Facing the Fire Pits has been misleadingly interpreted in terms of 
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what became known in the West as “mourning work” (Trauerarbeit) and 
“working-through-the-past” (Vergangenheitsbewältigung). From this per-
spective, Fühmann’s autobiography describes a Bildungsroman in which 
he gradually liberates himself from the seductive “spell of the totalitarian 
thought structure” propagated in the camps that, whether laid out and 
commanded by the Left or Right, characterized the barbaric essence of po-
litical extremism in the twentieth century.65 Such an ordering of Fühmann 
through now-stereotypical West German critical rubrics into a trajectory of 
personal enlightenment congruent with the arc of Cold War triumph over 
totalitarianism misses Fühmann just as it misses what is interesting about 
East German writing generally. The shock of recognizing (or misrecogniz-
ing) a border between socialism and capitalism—a shock that instead of 
abating is always rediscovered, amplified, and transmuted in Fühmann’s 
writing—remains its open-ended drama.
	 For Fühmann this existential border is one that must be discovered in a 
poetic apprehension beyond the willfully posited doctrines of political au-
thorities. At the same time, poetic truth cannot simply recede from politi-
cally efficacious doctrine, with its attributions of responsibility and agency, 
into the traditional postures of romantic irony or modernist aesthetic au-
tonomy, two exonerating stances common in Germany’s history of cultural 
disaffection with politics. While Fühmann carved a literary niche for him-
self in part as an impassioned re-reader of nineteenth-century romantics 
like E. T. A. Hoffmann and twentieth-century modernists like Trakl, what 
draws him to them is their changed significance in the context of the new 
border between socialism and the West. Thus, Christa Wolf, after she reads 
a collection of Fühmann’s Hoffmann essays in June 1979 (discussed in 
Chapter 9), writes to ask whether “you really think that people elsewhere 
can understand your essays just as they are; that people can follow you 
in your presuppositions, associations, your shocks [Betroffenheiten], bitter-
ness, your polemics, your intensity, your nearly pleading invocations and 
your painful, very painful conclusions[.]”66 By recognizing how Fühmann’s 
ostensibly remote literary historical interpretations are tightly bound to his 
socialist experience, Wolf underlines the importance that Fühmann himself 
puts on understanding language with due attention to both its expressive 
and referential modalities. In this sense, the vocabulary miraculously resur-
rected from previous and opposed social orders always also refers in his 
interpretations to the changed social conditions of his own b/order. For 
Fühmann, a central lexeme like “bourgeois” is not simply “a synonym for 
modern society” (as Furet defined it), but is a distinct doctrinal concept of 
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his state, which, by his use of it, implicates him in the very social b/order 
he is describing. It designates for him a social differential whose effective 
truth, while it can be lost in doctrinal abstraction, might also be recovered 
poetically through aesthetic cognition of his Betroffenheit.

The conflict between poetry [Dichtung] and doctrine [Doktrin] was inevitable; 
both struck roots in me and I took both existentially. I was serious about the 
doctrine, behind whose most distorted features I could still discern the face of 
the liberator of Auschwitz; and I was serious about poetry, in which I intuited 
the Other that didn’t abandon humanity even after Auschwitz because it was al-
ways the Other to Auschwitz.—One seriousness balanced the other out.—There 
can’t be any talk of “seduction” here; this word debases not only poetry, it de-
bases doctrine—in any case, what’s behind it does. My conflict erupted from the 
inside not the outside and so was inevitable. Its end still can’t be predicted. (VF 
230)

	 Fühmann’s unstable equilibrium of poetry and doctrine alludes to for-
mulations like Adorno’s chastened and outraged aesthetic response to the 
very fact of the death camps: “[To] write poetry after Auschwitz is bar-
baric.”67 Adorno’s dictum supposes an indivisible modernity implicated by 
its characteristic technological and administrative rationality in a crime so 
total that to imagine what Fühmann calls “always the Other” to it is only 
to ignore its glowering omnipresence. Adorno’s position is the dour touch-
stone for refusing any “resurrection” of the terminology of heroic social 
change as envisaged by Becher and Bloch. Like Mann in his editorial state-
ment for Maß und Wert, only cutting a wider swath, Adorno sees not only 
political but even poetic language as heillos geschändet. “Even the aesthetic 
activities of political opposites are one in their enthusiastic obedience to the 
rhythm of the iron system.”68 In East Germany, where Adorno remained 
largely unpublishable, a line from Brecht’s prewar poem “To Those Born 
Later” (1936) expresses a similar sense of how a massive crime contaminates 
even the space for innocence and private wonder, but with a crucial differ-
ence. Whereas Adorno abstracts from politics to an epistemologically con-
taminated humanism, Brecht’s poem refers historically to the criminal pe-
riod itself: “What kind of times are they, when/A talk about trees is almost 
a crime/Because it implies silence about so many horrors?”69 Precisely be-
cause Brecht temporalizes his despairing exile sentiment, Becher is in turn 
able to mount a political defense of trees, defiantly responding from the 
bosom of the Red Army in the 1940s that “to say with admiration, ‘look at 
this tree!’” is not only allowed, but necessary, once “you know even this is 
stolen and snuffed out mercilessly for you by the enemy.”70 By holding si-
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multaneously to poetry and doctrine—“one seriousness balanced the other 
out”—Fühmann refuses to let the question of culture’s contamination or 
redemption be posed without “existential” reference to political doctrine. 
On a view like Fühmann’s, Joyce Kilmer’s sentimental “I think that I shall 
never see/A poem lovely as a tree” would be just the flip side of Adorno’s 
sophisticated “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric”: neither recog-
nizes any doctrinal struggle standing between the beatific transcendence of 
Creation and barbaric immanence of Culture.
	 In Twenty-two Days, Fühmann, in a more doctrinal than lyrical mode, 
puts a sharp point on his differences with such abstract division between 
barbarity and beatitude. Like Adorno across the border, he recognizes what 
he takes as the camp’s lingering presence, but unlike Adorno, he locates it 
firmly in the West’s normalcy. “Bourgeois society is thought through to its 
end, and behold: its final form is the concentration camp,” he announces.71 
As for socialism, however, its merits—and its final difference from capital-
ism, and thus Auschwitz—can no longer be affirmed as a matter of doc-
trine. While socialism is bound historically through the Red Army to the 
liberation of Auschwitz, historical (doctrinaire) socialism remains locked in 
conflict with that universal “Otherness” to the camps whose metaphysical 
reality would be the only guarantee of socialism’s meaning. If a redemp-
tion of heroic social initiative is to happen at all, it must be a specifically 
left redemption that therefore can only happen on the conflicted border of 
a universalizing Dichtung and historicizing Doktrin—and the outcome of 
such a strange conflict “still can’t be predicted.”
	 Fühmann’s aphoristic reduction of bourgeois society to the lurking po-
tential of the camp might appear preposterously outdated after the Cold 
War. Much scholarship has emphasized how the “antifascist myth,” which 
held that the GDR was founded by resistance fighters and served as a bul-
wark against a potentially resurgent fascism in the West, was a coercive con-
struction shaping the narrow contours of political ideology in the East.72 
While “compulsory antifascism” (der verordnete Antifaschismus) indeed 
played a dogmatic function in GDR doctrine, what grates in Fühmann’s 
formulation is not the reduction of society to the fascist camp, but the inser-
tion of the differential “bourgeois society.” Yet without the pathos of Füh-
mann’s differential, the claim that modern society is a species of camp does 
not necessarily appear so far-fetched, especially after the Cold War. Thus, as 
we saw, Agamben introduces the abstraction “the camp” into contemporary 
political philosophy by arguing that “the camp marks in a decisive way the 
political space itself of modernity.”73 According to Agamben, what makes 
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the concentration camp a more relevant model for political life today than 
the classical polis of Greek democracy is that state decisions increasingly 
have become direct biological decisions over life and death (“biopolitics”). 
Individuality, subjectivity, and personality are afforded minimal political 
protection, incorporated instead as naked life directly into the requirements 
of state sovereignty: “[P]ower confronts nothing other than pure biologi-
cal life without any mediation.”74

The camp truly is the inaugural site of modernity: it is the first space in which 
public and private events, political life and biological life, become rigorously 
indistinguishable. Inasmuch as the inhabitant of the camp has been severed from 
the political community and has been reduced to naked life (and moreover, to a 
life “that does not deserve to be lived”), he or she is an absolutely private person. 
And yet there is not one single instant in which he or she might be able to find 
shelter in the realm of the private, and it is precisely this indiscernibility that 
constitutes the specific anguish of the camp.75

	 But if the specific anguish of Agamben’s modernity is the indiscernibility 
of public and private, Fühmann’s leftist modernity is anguished by the ef-
fort to discern at a nondoctrinal, experiential level a substantial difference 
between right and left. In Foucault’s account of the rise of biological pas-
toral power over political power, it is precisely the value of the left/right 
distinction—that is, the substantive value of political difference—that the 
new form of power makes otiose. In the emerging Polizeiwissenschaft (which 
Foucault equates with pastoral logic) of the eighteenth century, raison d’etat 
(political logic) played an increasingly subordinate role. “Die Politik is basi-
cally a negative task: it consists in the state’s fighting against its internal and 
external enemies. Polizei, however, is a positive task: it has to foster both 
citizens’ lives and the state’s strength.”76 If the policing functions of Agam-
ben’s camp—that is, Foucault’s pastoral obligations of the social welfare 
state—displace the classical political distinction between friend and enemy, 
then it stands to reason that reinscribing a political antagonism, one that is 
not merely doctrinal, but has, once again, “semantically appropriate effec-
tiveness, reality,” is a singularly anguishing task for a modernity that insists 
on calling itself leftist: for it is precisely the leftist camp that most program-
matically subsumes the political under the primacy of the social welfare 
system, at the same time, and paradoxically, as it marks its system boundary 
as a militantly political one.
	 Fühmann’s account of his camp experience turns on just such a politi-
cal differentiation that presents itself as a paradoxical openness right inside 
the harsh privation of the camp. He begins the narration of Facing the Fire 
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Pits in April 1945 just before his capture in the waning days of the war. On 
a brief front leave, the young soldier picks up a used copy of Trakl and 
puzzles over the 1913 poem “Decline” (“Untergang”):

Over the white pond
the wild birds have moved on.
In the evening an icy wind blows from our stars.

Over our graves
Bends the broken brow of the night.
Under the oaks we sway on a silver skiff.

The white walls of the city are still ringing.
Under an arch of thorns
O my brother, we blind minute-hands are climbing toward 

midnight. (VF 12–13)

Instead of evoking Spengler’s 1918 figural reading of Western decadence 
and protofascist vitality Decline of the West (Untergang des Abendlandes), 
Trakl’s eschatological title evokes, to Fühmann’s own surprise, that which 
for an active duty soldier is a taboo association: the imminent collapse of 
the fascist war machine to which he was sworn. “Our stars,” he recalls about 
this flash of disillusionment, “were the ones that illuminated our victory, 
not particular constellations like Orion or Corona Borealis, but their total-
ity at a certain hour, the hour of victory, an hour we imagined returning 
like morning dawning ever anew, and now this hour was gone forever; 
our stars merely holes in the cosmos” (VF 14). The apocalyptic language of 
stars, cosmos and twilight—equal parts Trakl’s expressionism and Ludwig 
Klages’s “cosmics”—is not itself negated in Fühmann’s memory of the mo-
ment of loss; instead, the particular political wagon to which that astral 
totality is hitched is, if only for an instant, overturned: dis-aster, a privative 
relation to an underdetermined whole. “For the briefest moment I grasped 
without real comprehension that the war was lost” (VF 14).
	 This moment, however, remained as brief as Fühmann’s front leave. As 
he explains it in another autobiographical reflection from the 1970s, his 
stubbornly fascist mindset, as linked to grandiose cosmic intuition as it 
was, resisted recognizing itself as contingent and, therefore, political. It 
assumed instead a sublime ideological self-sufficiency that Walter Benjamin 
famously characterized in 1936 as “a politics which Fascism is rendering 
aesthetic.”77

Unconditional, uncritical faith; affirmation of war and the ambition to rule the 
world . . . uncritical, stupid arrogance and feeling of mastery; intoxicated with 
“mission,” “destiny,” “bulwark of Europe”; until the end of the war, an absurd 
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faith in miracles (in the literal sense) that sprang up out of insane fear, repressed 
feelings of guilt, complete lack of perspective and a nearly perfect weaning from 
the habit of thought.78

Fühmann believed back then in miracles, he emphasizes, “in the literal 
sense” (im wörtlichen Sinn)—a formulation that ascribes to his younger 
self a pedantic literalism like that of Apollo disciplining the wayward satyr 
in “Marsyas.” For Fühmann, such mistaking of figurative for literal is part 
and parcel of his fascism: the totalized aesthetic is not even grasped as an 
aesthetic representation, but simply as present reality. In Adorno’s words, 
such literalism is, “objectively, of the same character as the small bureau-
crat, who sees to it that everything remains strictly in its category, as he 
himself remains in his salary-class. Even death is handled by the book, in 
SS-orders. . . .”79

	 The disorienting effects of Fühmann’s brief encounter with Trakl’s “Un-
tergang” days before the Nazi surrender nonetheless persisted, haunting 
him as signs of collapse manifested themselves ever more obviously even 
while he blindly made his way back eastward to his unit (only to flee too 
late toward the Americans a few days later). In the compressed temporal-
ity of this military apocalypse, Trakl’s minute hands climbing inexorably 
upward toward downfall signaled “a blindness . . . unable to see over its 
own time” (VF 29). Lukács’s gloss on the rise of fascist fanaticism, that “the 
greater personal despair becomes, and the greater it expresses the feeling of 
individual existence in jeopardy, the greater must be the credulousness and 
belief in miracles,”80 links despair with credulity, and credulity ultimately 
with fascism, whereby the only antidote to infatuated fascism would be 
some kind of clear-eyed realism. Fühmann’s nascent despair over the immi-
nent loss of his fascist cosmos, illuminated in the dark flash of Trakl’s mid-
night, pointed, however, not to realism, but to another miracle, this one of 
opposed political complexion. As Benjamin maintains in the Arcades Proj-
ect, revolutionary initiative arises in a moment of qualitatively loaded sub-
jectivity: in the instant of kairos, rather than the metrical chronos of histori-
cal sequence. Kairos, in the sense of a uniquely propitious and dangerous 
constellation, is ultimately “not temporal in nature, but figural,”81 figuring 
precisely the miraculous resurrection, the great thing that happens despite 
its mundane situation. Its closely related idea, catastrophe, is for Benjamin 
what happens when the singular occasion passes without its being seized 
by some faithful subject: “Catastrophe—to have missed the opportunity. 
Critical moment—the status quo threatens to be preserved. Progress—the 
first revolutionary measure taken.”82 The philosopher Alain Badiou de-
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scribes the revolutionary “event” similarly as a vivid fragment escaping the 
totalizing claims of its situation thereby revealing in its singularity what lies 
beyond. “In a flash, this fragment . . . affirms its unfoundedness, its pure 
advent, which is intransitive to the place in which ‘it’ comes. The fragment 
thereby also affirms its belonging to itself, since this coming can originate 
from nowhere else.”83 In other words, discerning the actuality of the mi-
raculous, the miracle’s unprecedented origin in a real situation—or, in the 
literary terminology I have been using, grasping miracles as simultaneously 
literal and figural—is a subjective effort sui generis. Thus, even the anti-
Romantic Lukács recognizes of Lenin that “it was necessary to have the 
undaunted insight of genius to be able to see the actuality of the proletarian 
revolution.”84

	 Despite his later disavowal of his “absurd faith in miracles,” Fühmann’s 
crisis of despair, while it fuels a new faith in miracles, does so this time as 
a parapolitical, rather than blindly fanatical, moment of Betroffenheit. The 
miraculous points (somehow) to a real choice. Fühmann meets his Damas-
cus—his “moment of complete openness”—in the confines of the Soviet 
labor camp, the lager’ voennoplennych, where he is interned after his May 
1945 capture, and where he registers the existential demand upon himself 
to make fascism’s devastating defeat a miracle rather than a catastrophe 
through sheer faith in the moment’s actual openness. As we have seen in 
“Marsyas,” such an unprecedented and singular moment, whether mun-
dane catastrophe or divine miracle, is impossible to represent in the literal 
language of Apollo’s clear-eyed realism.

I have tried again and again to record that unique era of the VP, the VOENNO-
PLENNY, and every time I’ve foundered right at the outset, at that moment of 
complete openness where past and future begin to reveal themselves as historical 
powers instead of mere subsistent modes of physical time, and their constantly 
flowing borders split open into a rupture of such bottomlessness that its fault 
line cuts through the ego itself. (VF 39)

	 This tension between figural (performative, illocutionary) openness and 
referential closure, between the bottomless jeopardy of transformation and 
the metonymic perimeter of barbed wire around the prison camp—be-
tween revolution and totalitarianism—describes the narrative dilemma on 
which Fühmann founders and stands. It is the problem of articulating a 
political choice between miraculous redemption (potentially naive faith in 
the possibility of transformation) and catastrophic damnation (chary indif-
ference to any quality distinguishing the harsh exposure of one camp from 
another)—a choice in which, for the faithful as for the unfaithful, there 
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appears to be no real choice, and thus no real politics. On the one hand, 
if all twentieth-century camps amount to the same thing—a site where, 
in Agamben’s words, life is stripped to life “that does not deserve to be 
lived”—then the figural double revealed to Fühmann in Trakl’s “unlivable 
life” (unlebares Leben, VF 205) figures precisely the literal abjection of his 
own naked life, a life simply disposed over without any recourse to law or 
custom (what Agamben calls homo sacer). “In my misery I appealed to Trakl 
as my witness,” Fühmann writes about his abject response to “the news of 
Auschwitz” he receives in the camp (VF 42). Where all signs point only to 
death, Trakl’s paradoxical affirmation consists in “demonstrating the un-
livability of a life: that a creativity of highest order has done it makes it 
exemplary for the daily grind of those who are foundering and sinking and 
only suffering without a god having given them these words—: may one 
grasp it through Trakl, through his poems and life” (VF 204). By abstract-
ing the realistic contiguity of Nephtigorsk and Auschwitz into a general 
figure for existential despair in the face of totalitarianism—“I was starving 
and freezing, how was I to bear guilt?” (VF 44)—Fühmann only glorifies 
an unchanging human fate of death and retribution: Auschwitz, lager’ voen-
noplennych, and modernity—unicuique suum. It is the tragic dispensation of 
Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, and Heidegger; everyone thrown in their own 
camp.
	 On the other hand, despite the camp’s sheer biological deprivation—
“a fate come suddenly crashing down, unmerited wasting away through 
hunger, sludge shoveling, homesickness, desolation, uncertainty and again 
hunger, always hunger, to a point of such physical exhaustion that no one 
besides the fat cook could desire to sleep man-with-men, and the future lay 
there like a white pool, a lime-filled ditch” (VF 42)—Fühmann realizes he 
could choose instead to make an inconceivable leap into “the unheard-of”: 
“Was this giant country indeed, in another way, the kingdom of all revalued 
values?—Stalin’s smile on a larger-than-life poster; into what Other had 
we entered?” (VF 40). In this unheard-of alternative, the sublime figura of 
Trakl confronts the bleak realism of a smiling Stalin poster looming over 
the prison camp: Dichtung meets Doktrin. Or—and this is precisely the mo-
ment of decision—is it the other way around: the sublime figura of smiling 
Stalin confronts the bleak literalism of Trakl’s abject suicide in the lazaretto 
at the battle of Grodek? Instead of evoking a mean death in a cruel, alea-
tory world, the convergence of Auschwitz and lager’ voennoplennych onto a 
singular moment of decision is the kairos for Fühmann’s apostolic conver-
sion and epochal transcendence, as he makes explicit by recalling Alexander 
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Block’s 1920 poem “The Twelve,” in which “Christ marches through a snow 
storm, leading the red flags of the twelve, the twelve Red Army soldiers, 
the twelve disciples” (VF 47).
	 Trakl and Stalin, Christ and the Red Army, Dichtung and Doktrin: these 
preposterous conjunctions reveal to the vulnerable prisoner the pathetic 
disjunction of a final choice: catastrophic martyrdom or miraculous dis-
cipleship? bourgeois amor fati or socialist Klassenbewußtsein? Between those 
two options there is no third: tertium non datur! This otherwise drab prin-
ciple of classical logic, as we have seen in the last chapter, is central to the 
drama of “Marsyas.” It is also the fateful reference point in Fühmann’s camp 
experience—the moment of complete political subjectification against the 
background of an objective Schicksalswende. As we have also seen, Fühmann 
confronts the principle of the excluded middle not in order to propose an 
uncontaminated humanistic third way or to deconstruct a logical binarism 
with dialectical legerdemain. If the principle tertium non datur does not ex-
ist as an ontological universal (if it is logically self-contradictory, succumb-
ing to its own law, as Gödel demonstrates), it surely does exist as an affective 
experience of choice—Betroffenheit—in which the existential singularity 
(arché) of decision confronts the generality of consequences, the historical 
differences that are always also its precondition: now or never, take it or 
leave it, kairos or catastrophe. Or to put it in the terms with which we began 
this chapter: as impossible as it is to assign priority to either sovereignty or 
system, choosing one’s camp with respect to systems lies at the heart of the 
historical political experience: omission or commission, tertium non datur. 
Against the unforeseeable consequences of that apocalyptic choice, assum-
ing political subjectivity is the ultimate assumption of irreversible historical 
risk . . . : “a false ring of the night bell once answered,” notes Kafka, “—it 
can never be made right.”85

5.	 death at the latrine: tragic revelation 
versus party purge

	 Fühmann first hears the fateful words tertium non datur when he has 
been transferred—he thinks by mistake—to be a student-prisoner in one 
of the special “Antifascist Schools” set up by the Soviets to re-educate Ger-
man captives after the battle of Stalingrad in 1942. A lecturer at Fühmann’s 
camp in Noginsk, a Soviet philosopher whose initials are given as J. N. Z., 
“announced by the teachers as the high point,” is instructing the former 
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Wehrmacht soldiers in “dialectical and historical materialism.”86 “He stood 
there now for the first and only time behind the lectern, both hands raised 
beseechingly, addressing the hall with the seriousness of an annunciation 
by a true believer: ‘Tertium non datur! There is no third and there cannot 
be one!’—These were, by the way, the only words in a foreign language he 
believed it necessary to importune us with; he derived them for us from 
the principle of the excluded middle, likewise the only logical figure he 
showed us” (VF 58–59). This overwhelming experience of an “annuncia-
tion by a true believer” has immediate consequences for Fühmann and his 
comrades in the Antifa camps. As the force of the principle tertium non 
datur is revealed to them, the terrible price of insight—“the price is no third 
thing”—is exacted directly on their bodies, without circumstance and with-
out delay.

The road we finally found was at last the Other to our accursed Past, thus—and 
this seemed crucial to us—everything Other to this Other was always only the 
Old from which a further psychic liberation was our most pressing will. . . . The 
ruptures [Bruchstellen] stood out boldly, the continuities [Kontinua] remained 
long unnoticed, they seemed to be the Unthinkable itself, yet continuity, of 
course, already lies in the person: He who changes, remains also himself; that’s 
right: only also; but: indeed also.—That stalled contradiction didn’t lead us from 
thesis and antithesis to synthesis, but chased us around in a circle: Once the 
leap was taken, and that means: once insight was attained into the objectionable 
nature of that which was called, for short, “the Old” then no other develop-
ment was possible besides consistently rooting out this “Old” from one’s own 
sphere whenever it reared its head, and the final consequences were due one’s 
own body. I see my bunkmate in the morning, hanging from the rafter over the 
latrine, a sign around his neck: I WAS A WAR CRIMINAL. (VF 57)

	 The ignominious suicide of Fühmann’s bunkmate is in a figural sense 
Fühmann’s own suicide, the one he wasn’t consistent or swift enough to 
carry out in the instant of his political illumination. As he recognizes in the 
bedazzling revelation of tertium non datur, death is the only truly consis-
tent resolution of a universal, all-or-nothing choice between the Old that 
one was and the New that one would become. Thus, in the well-known 
passage on the French Revolution in Phenomenology of the Spirit, Hegel calls 
death the defining property of the revolutionary act. He maintains that the 
revolutionary purity of abstract universal reason—exhibited plainly in the 
formula of the excluded middle—compels the destruction of a world iso-
lated by the individuality of consciousnesses.

The relation, then, of [revolutionary universality to individual consciousness of 
it], since each exists indivisibly and absolutely for itself, and thus cannot dispose 
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of a middle term which would link them together, is one of wholly unmediated 
pure negation. . . . The sole work and deed of universal freedom is therefore 
death, a death too which has no inner significance or filling, for what is negated 
is the empty point of the absolutely free self. It is thus the coldest and meanest of 
all deaths, with no more significance than cutting off a head of cabbage or swal-
lowing a mouthful of water.87

	 While Z.’s revelation of tertium non datur amid the starkness of prison 
camp life tempts the awestruck Fühmann to sentimental bourgeois self-
negation, he hesitates just long enough before the insignificant death of 
his bunkmate to realize, in Bloch’s messianic words, his “task and problem 
here is to make our acknowledged permanence triumph over empirical ad-
versity, over our own insufficiency, that is: to overcome, through the power 
of transmigrational dispersal, and finally through the Apocalypse, as the 
absolute work of the Son of Man, the history that cannot be experienced 
[unerlebar] in its entirety.”88 His survival and transformation, he recognizes 
in the personal catastrophe of the corpse swaying before him, depends on 
repudiating an unbearable empirical realism in favor of a sudden figural 
intuition of socialism, an intuition that flashes out of the “stalled contra-
diction” (gestockter Widerspruch) of the Hegelian dialectic. The immediate 
effect of this shock is perhaps best conveyed by the notion of Aristotelian 
anagnorisis, the recognition that follows upon the violent turn of fate (perip-
eteia) in tragedy. It is less the tragic genre that is important here—since this 
episode in Fühmann’s account, though crucial, comes early in the narrative 
arc—than the epistemology of tragic insight. Tragic recognition offers a 
distinctive answer to what is known in cognitive philosophy as “Meno’s 
paradox”: “How can I know the property of something when I don’t even 
know what it is?”89 Or, translated into the context of Fühmann’s prison 
camp: if the socialist New is entirely other to the fascist Old, how can a 
convert truly know when he has grasped it; or, even more to the point, 
how can a convert know when he is truly converted? Does knowing that 
one knows depend on continuity with the ignorant self or demand rupture 
from it? “In order to describe intuitively my first, overwhelming contact 
with Marxism (. . . where ‘the scales fell from my eyes’),” Fühmann writes 
in Twenty-two Days, “I would have to have already described the make-up of 
the young fascist I was. But that, in turn, I could only portray against the 
background of my changed worldview, that is, against the New—which 
is precisely what I can’t convincingly describe as new without the Old.”90 
Plato responds to the paradox of identifying the novum simply by deny-
ing that it is new; instead, he proposes an epistemology of recollection 
(anamnesis). In other words, one can discern what is new about the New 
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(or other about the Other) because one has actually known it all along (a 
priori) and merely needs a reminder to recall it. By contrast, in Aristotelian 
anagnorisis insight comes only by means of sudden change—it is recogni-
tion not of some enduring substance, but of a stunning difference. Thus, in 
his epistemology of the Novum (the “not-yet”), Bloch argues that “anam-
nesis provides the reassuring evidence of complete similarity; anagnorisis, 
however, is linked with reality by only a thin thread; it is therefore alarm-
ing. Anamnesis has an element of attenuation about it; it makes everything 
a gigantic déjà vu[.] . . . But anagnorisis is a shock.”91

	 Fühmann’s anagnorisis—his Betroffenheit in the face of Z.’s revelation 
and his bunkmate’s suicide—depends on his successfully eluding Hegel’s 
“meanest of all deaths” by violating the rule of resurrection (namely, death) 
and surviving to be edified (and aroused) by witnessing the consequences 
of conversion displaced onto his bunkmate. As the narrator of “Marsyas” 
observes of the satyr’s still palpitating corpse: “[W]ho Apollo is, Marsyas 
no longer needs to know, it is enough that the Muses learned it; what the 
satyr is, shows itself to them.”92 The insignificant death of the nameless 
bunkmate, one among millions in the war, enters into the distinct order of 
revolutionary significance only by the Muse’s narrative act of anagnorisis. 
The textual epistemology of anagnorisis can thus be seen to have a precise 
ontological consequence: revelation does not portend the existential force 
of a substantial presence; rather, it appears as a semiotic displacement of 
Fühmann’s suicide into the figural realm of tragic irony. Like the Muses, 
who can depict Marsyas’ impossible challenge to Apollo’s literalist ontol-
ogy only by displacing their own betrayal of literalism onto a graphic flay-
ing of the satyr, so too can Fühmann experience the literalness of death in 
Auschwitz and lager’ voennoplennych only by means of a figural execution. 
The literary account of his conversion is, in this sense, not a realistic repre-
sentation of the socialist difference, but the performance of a tragic affect. 
“The metaphysical joy in the tragic,” writes Nietzsche, “is a translation of 
the instinctive unconscious Dionysian wisdom into the language of im-
ages: the hero, the highest manifestation of the will, is negated for our plea-
sure, because he is only phenomenon, and because the eternal life of the 
will is not affected by his annihilation.”93 Through these means of aesthetic 
metempsychosis, we can see how, in his reading of Trakl’s “unlivable life,” 
Fühmann grasps the suicidal poet as the model for his own camp life “that 
does not deserve to be lived” even as he draws from the formal persistence 
of Trakl’s craft the strength to go on living under the aegis of an impossibly 
joyous Stalin.



Plurality and the Optimum Optimorum178

	 The self-flaying impossibility of the pure communist identity is nowhere 
on more spectacular display than in the great trauma of communist im-
molation, the confession (or, more accurately, anticonfession) of the lead-
ing old-guard Bolshevik Nikolai Bukharin during his 1938 Moscow show 
trial.94 In Arthur Koestler’s 1940 fictionalization of the events, Darkness at 
Noon, Bukharin’s imprisonment and prosecution supply a key template for 
the inflammatory Cold War genre of “renegade literature,”95 and the trial’s 
ritualistic savagery has been agonized over by writers and philosophers 
including Sartre, Merleau-Ponty, and Bloch.96 In the months leading up 
to his appearance on the stand, as his fate becomes clear, the imprisoned 
Bukharin writes a final letter to Stalin in which he places himself at the 
disposal of the terror even as he pleas for recognition of the subjective au-
thenticity of his revolutionary sacrifice:

I know that it would be petty for me to place the question of my own person on 
a par with the universal-historical tasks resting, first and foremost, on your shoul-
ders. But it is here that I feel my deepest agony and find myself facing my chief, 
agonizing paradox. . . . Oh, Lord, if only there were some device which would 
have made it possible for you to see my soul flayed and ripped open! If only 
you could see how I am attached to you, body and soul[.] . . . Well, so much for 
‘psychology’—forgive me. No angel will appear now to snatch Abraham’s sword 
from his hand. My fatal destiny shall be fulfilled.97

	 “Stalinism was a tragedy of a classical kind,” according to Terry Eagleton 
in his book on the tragic idea, “as the noble intentions of socialism were 
deflected into their opposites in that fatal inversion which Aristotle calls 
peripeteia.”98 The problem in Bukharin’s case with this dramatic crisis of 
peripeteia (which Paul Ricouer notes is but Goethe’s “unheard-of event”99) 
is that the fatal reversal (Schicksalswende, to recall Lukács’s term here as well) 
never actually yields the expected tragic anagnorisis, for if there is any rec-
ognition at all, it is not clear in what it consists or to whom it pertains. 
Even before his body is destroyed, Bukharin’s soul is condemned to ir-
relevancy by the universal-historical force of revolution. In fact, his body 
must remain intact long enough to perform one last gesture of revolution-
ary obeisance. As the victim-protagonist of this cruel turn of the socialist 
revolution, Bukharin offers the Central Committee his own assessment of 
what he finds tragic in his situation:

The whole tragedy of my situation lies in this, that . . . such an atmosphere arose 
that no one believes human feelings—not emotions, not the impulses of the 
heart, not tears. [Laughter.] Many manifestations of human feeling, which had 
earlier represented a form of proof—and there was nothing shameful in this—
have today lost their validity and force.100
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If Bukharin himself recognizes anything here it is the inadmissibility of 
tragic gravitas (spoudaios) in his tragic situation. Tragedy, as Brecht had the-
orized in his anti-Aristotelian dramaturgy, must lose its all-too-bourgeois 
heart to the purely ritual gestures of collective life. “The essential point of 
the epic theater,” writes Brecht in 1927, “is perhaps that it appeals less to 
the feelings than to the spectator’s reason” for the sake of “a solid, practical 
rearrangement of our age’s way of life.”101 If such a modern dictum holds 
true against the catharsis of Aristotle’s Poetics, then it applies even more 
emphatically to the specifically political-juridical realm of the Rhetoric. For 
Aristotle, rhetoric is called upon to persuade of human truth in the spatio-
temporal context of a courtroom or political assembly; philosophy only 
to demonstrate universal truth, sub specie aeterni.102 Subjective pathos—a 
timely appeal to fellow human feelings—is one of two technical means of 
proof, along with personal ethos, distinguishing rhetoric from philoso-
phy. In the Central Committee’s rejection of subjective “proof,” signaled 
so harshly by its members’ inappropriate laughter at Bukharin’s sincere pa-
thos, the lesson is that, even in his own public defense, the would-be-tragic 
figure must consign himself to a cabbage’s death, devoid of human feeling. 
Without any God to search the soul, sincerity—the convert’s sacramental 
compunctio cordis (repentance of the heart)—is unverifiable, irrelevant, and 
inadmissible in the court of socialist justice.
	 The soul-baring “device” Bukharin vainly seeks in his letter to Stalin 
is thus some sort of secular erotics like that of Marsyas’ flaying, in which 
the truth of his soul—rather than the pulp of his flesh—would be bared 
in an eloquent evisceration. But since no deus ex machina can emerge in 
Bukharin’s realist script to save him from Soviet power, the “fatal destiny” 
of the revolutionary, reduced in the mocking words of the Soviet pros-
ecutor Andrej Vyshinsky to a “damnable cross of a fox and a swine,” is to 
be sentenced to death as a traitor.103 In his closing plea before the court, 
Aristotelian pathos and ethos are explicitly abjured in favor of purely ob-
jective, external might. He declares that “the point, of course, is not this 
repentance, or my personal repentance in particular. The Court can pass 
its verdict without it. The confession of the accused is not essential. The 
confession of the accused is a medieval principle of jurisprudence.”104 What 
Bukharin here concedes is that any subjective self-assertion, any particularly 
tragic recognition of an individual fate, is a usurpation of socialism’s objec-
tive due—his subjectivity is as empty as his sincerity is unprovable. “Your 
regret is only your arrogance!” in the contemptuous words Apollo hurls in 
the face of the skinned satyr; or, in Stalin’s response to Bukharin’s earlier, 



Plurality and the Optimum Optimorum180

piteous offer of suicide: “Here you see one of the ultimate and most cun-
ning and easiest means by which one can spit at and deceive the party one 
last time before dying, before leaving the world. That, Comrade Bukharin, 
is the underlying reason for these last suicides.”105 Tragic sacrifice, as an 
outmoded form of heroic self assertion, is as much a betrayal of socialism’s 
objective law as is continued life in fascist treachery, and in this bind, the 
only hope for redemption lies in humble submission to the dictates of the 
revolutionary court.
	 Ernst Bloch favorably greets the news of Bukharin’s confession in 1938, 
reading in it a final abjuration of both bourgeois self-pity, and the wide-
spread liberal indignation his trial was provoking, in favor of the stoic rec-
ognition of socialist justice.

In prison Bukharin asked himself: “For if you must die, what are you dying 
for?” And he recognizes: “An absolutely black vacuity suddenly rises before you 
with startling vividness.” A vacuity that fills itself only if one recognizes in Soviet 
judgment one’s own judgment. . . . In the court of a class enemy, such regret 
wouldn’t have made sense, it wouldn’t have helped one into the clear, but just 
the opposite: it would have been a betrayal of oneself and one’s cause. In the 
court of one’s own class, however, the confession is . . . the end of isolation. 
Together with the following death (and Bukharin never pled for his life) it is the 
return to the Soviet Union. “What are you dying for?”—for the Soviet Union, 
and with one last avowal of it: seen from the perspective of the end of individual 
life, it is the Beyond of communist atheists.106

Confession in Bloch’s formulation turns into a simple avowal of external 
material power. “The end of individual life” invoked by Bloch refers less 
to an individual’s death, than to the end of life as an individual phenom-
enon. Since inner life lacks any common ground—resting on no objective 
principle of Apollonian measure—the sincerity and weight of private virtue 
rightly receive no recognition in Bukharin’s trial. Instead of issuing in a 
private political consciousness, the process yields for all to see a doubly 
disabled individual: one with an extinguished will and a compliant body. 
Bukharin goes to his death in full accord with the court that a higher ne-
cessity is being served with his gesture of personal abnegation. “The mon-
strousness of my crimes,” he concludes, “is immeasurable especially in the 
new stage of the struggle of the U.S.S.R. May this trial be the last severe 
lesson, and may the great might of the U.S.S.R. become clear to all.”107 Not 
the goat-man Marsyas, but the radiant Muses must grasp Apollo’s ordering 
might; not the monstrous fox-swine Bukharin, for whom any penitence is 
too late, but the rest of the communist camp. No tragic pity and catharsis, 
but an epic party purge.
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	 As Lukács’s Theory of the Novel argues, epic must avoid any residue of the 
tragic if it is to express the positive reality of the dawning era. Tragic drama 
portrays a world in which a degraded empirical life is at odds with the tran-
scendent life that should exist instead—and did exist, empirically, in epic 
eras. “The character created by drama,” Lukács writes, “is the intelligible ‘I’ 
of man, the character created by the epic is the empirical ‘I’. The ‘should be’, 
in whose desperate intensity the essence seeks refuge because it has become 
an outlaw on earth, can objectivise itself in the intelligible ‘I’ as the hero’s 
normative psychology, but in the empirical ‘I’ it remains a ‘should be’.” For 
Lukács, tragedy’s “should be” is both a refuge from and a betrayal of a liv-
ing, sensuous “is.” “The ‘should be’ kills life, and the dramatic hero assumes 
the symbolic attributes of the sensuous manifestations of life only in order 
to be able to perform the symbolic ceremony of dying in a sensuously per-
ceptible way, making transcendence visible.”108 Lukács repeats the phrase 
“the ‘should be’ kills life” three times until, like a ritual incantation, it reads 
as an exhortation to violence against isolated bourgeois individuality: the 
bourgeois individual should be made impossible so life might be lived em-
pirically in a present with no regrets. “In the epic men must be alive, or 
else they destroy or exhaust the very element that carries, surrounds and 
fills them.” With the tragic element’s cool effacement in the self-sufficient 
totality of the new socialist epic, law’s normative element (its “should be”) 
folds into a closed and homogenous genre: legal norm becomes objective 
Gesetzmäßigkeit.
	 Returning to the enclosed horizon of Fühmann’s decision at the rim of 
the camp latrine, however, it appears that—despite Bloch’s materialist faith 
in a Beyond, and Lukács’s threefold invocation of the epic instauration’s 
blood-lust—the closing statement of Bukharin’s drama offers no convinc-
ing picture of a coming community beyond the unlivable factuality (the 
pure parataxis) of interminable camp existence. Stalin smiles unswervingly, 
Trakl frowns darkly, while Bukharin’s cold death obliterates any sentience 
that might consciously mediate the transmigration of the New Man: there 
is nothing left of Bukharin but the afterglow of Soviet omnipotence and 
no ground for either anamnesis or anagnorisis. In terms of the play itself, 
Bukharin’s tragedy is only a realignment. “The dissident is a body, his dis-
sidence a postural crime,” observes Paul Virilio about the modern show 
trial. “Ostensibly, there are hardly any more crimes of opinion, only crimes 
of gesture. The confession is superceded: bodies are guilty of being out of 
synch, they have to be put back in the party line.”109 Only outside the scene, 
and contrary to its dramaturgy, does Bukharin’s apathetic renunciation of 
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tragedy become the tragic and stoic ideal that Fühmann himself, as poète 
engagé, can never attain: a cold gesture that, precisely for those who would 
warmly believe in it, admits no empathetic alignment. The pious ascension 
Bloch foresees for Bukharin, without remainder or ulterior motive, is the 
same vision Fühmann beholds at the latrine door when he believes he is 
witnessing the distinction between fascism and socialism—it is a consum-
mation devoutly to be wished, but impossible to reach. Like Bukharin for 
Bloch, the rigorous bunkmate is the desired object of Fühmann’s socialist 
jouissance, where that psychoanalytic term describes the specific sort of plea-
sure arising from the messy transgression, rather than measured enjoyment 
of stable identity. Semiotic flight from the terrible severity of tertium non 
datur achieves its purgative power through a vertiginous intuition of the 
latter’s merciless judgment.
	 Unlike Bukharin’s coolly epic death, then, such a wildly attractive, but 
ultimately insubstantial, erotic jouissance indeed portends an excess beyond 
the closed horizon of camp identity—after all, as we saw in the last chap-
ter, Bataille introduced “the erotic” as a philosophical category precisely to 
evade Hegel’s immanent dialectic of identity. But as such a wily hypostasis, 
the erotic cedes its profounder ontological aspirations to the undisciplined 
decadence of figuration. Socialism demonstrates to Fühmann its superior-
ity over fascism, but only in the literary conventions of a survivor, without 
any deep experience of the substantive differentia specifica that socialism 
claims to be. Never crossing the irreversible threshold, never subject to the 
judgment of a merciful God or a ruthless sovereign, Fühmann’s deliberate 
act of conversion remains forever marked by unreliability. It points to an 
interregnum, an interval between reigns—between that of individual nor-
mativity and that of socialist regulation—which is itself neither just nor 
sovereign. Suspended between the Old and the New, the communist con-
vert, as Michael Rohrwasser puts it in his study of the literature of former 
communist renegades, “is trapped in the logic of Shakespeare’s royal dra-
mas: whoever has come to our camp by means of betrayal, will betray us 
as well.”110 Socialism’s aspiration to difference winds up recapitulating the 
strife and pageantry of purely external princely authority, of the respublica 
Christiana and jus publicum Europaeum whose feudal and absolutist legacies 
it took itself to be replacing; its claim to immanent progress dissolves into 
the same external conventions of rule and comportment that guided the 
Florentine Medicis: as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe argue, Lenin 
updates Machiavelli, and Antonio Gramsci’s “Modern Prince” is only the 
most visible road marker in the inevitable semiotization of socialism’s once 
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all-or-nothing logic: bereft not just of metaphysical essence but also of 
ethical spoudaios, the working-class hero is an empty figure of difference, 
required at each twist of the plot “to come out of itself, to transform its 
own identity”—to rearrange, to realign, to get out of its own skin.111

6.	 from kairos to chronos: the camp clock

Look there! Look closely! This is your life, this is the hand on the 
clock of your existence.

—Nietzsche, Birth of Tragedy112

Time, then, and the heavens came into being at the same instant in 
order that, having been created together, if ever there was to be a 
dissolution of them, they might be dissolved together.

—Plato, Timaeus113

	 In order to escape this desubstantialization of system difference, a recip-
rocal reference is necessary—one indexes a system with whose operation 
one identifies through choice, and another indexes the system’s recogni-
tion of that choice’s validity. Flay and flagellate oneself howsoever one will, 
objective grace is never found in subjective abjection. On the contrary, the 
paradox of the subject in transformation—the subject not as Parmenidean 
substance, but Heraclitian flux—forces the articulation of laws governing 
how identity is produced in the first place: how identifiable elements are 
distinguished, related, compared, and selected. As with the “systems erot-
ics” of Chapter 5, only in the first instance does the all-or-nothing violence 
of a prohibition like tertium non datur articulate the desirability of the pro-
hibited object. Thus, only in the first instance does the camp’s casual traffic 
in death, as the meaningless consequence of an almighty difference between 
fascism and socialism, articulate the transgressive desire for a significant 
death of one’s own. In the second instance, betraying the camp’s exception-
less regimentation with a sovereign leap into the unity of organic decompo-
sition transforms the camp rules themselves into the desired other: not the 
prohibited third, but the prohibition of the third is what one wants. As the 
source of all the discriminations that make up a world of distinctions and 
identities, the stern laws of antifascist doctrine now appear as the desired 
other to inert nature . . . and measure and value (Mass und Wert), mean-
ing and form (Sinn und Form) rise again, resurrected from the cesspool of 
death. The reciprocal index Fühmann seeks is thus not a matter of privately 
connecting one subject to one object, of linking the singular positivity of 
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decision to the singular positivity of the world. Rather, at stake are laws 
and universals. Fühmann’s play for survival in transformation exemplifies 
a new socialist judgment, whose Kantian ambition is to make “the laws 
of freedom” compatible with “the lawfulness of nature,” to harmonize the 
whole system of intentions with the whole system of causes.114

	 In a reflection from Twenty-two Days, Fühmann clearly distinguishes two 
kinds of death in his abject situation. One death, the one exemplified by his 
bunkmate’s immolation, remains an unfulfilled desire for those who con-
tinue to live in despair of who they are (fascists). The bunkmate’s clean slate 
is impossible to experience as an identity, since it decomposes both fascist 
and socialist in the static oneness of the whole. The other death, however, 
remains an available and articulate experience, albeit a superficial, or better, 
a superficializing experience that spares the corporal body by rebaptizing its 
immaterial soul in the name of the material laws of an emerging system:

You didn’t murder during fascism, and you weren’t sentenced to death (which 
would also have been possible and just, and which you had even expected), but 
you had to condemn to death the person you used to be, otherwise you couldn’t 
continue to live. [. . .] But how does one carry out such an execution of oneself? 
A leap at the transom off a footstool to just above the ground (a leap many took 
in the Antifa School latrine, over the cesspool, with a sign on their chest) would 
only extinguish the One as well as the Other. [. . .] The new social order was the 
Other to Auschwitz; I came to it by way of the gas chamber, and I considered it 
the completion of my transformation to place myself at its disposal as a tool, my 
will extinguished. . . .115

In his solution to the dilemma of executing humane justice without suffer-
ing a capital sentence, Fühmann submits to the sort of carceral subjectifi-
cation that Foucault, in Discipline and Punish, identifies as the very source 
of the “modern soul,” its rebirth out of the ashes of the medieval subject. 
“If the surplus power possessed by the king gives rise to the duplication of 
his body, has not the surplus power exercised on the subject body of the 
condemned man given rise to another type of duplication? That of a ‘non-
corporal,’ a ‘soul’ . . . which, unlike the soul represented by Christian theol-
ogy, is not born in sin and subject to punishment, but is born rather out 
of methods of punishment, supervision and constraint.”116 In other words, 
the Other to the Camp (Auschwitz) is once again the Camp (lager’ voen-
noplennych), the essential difference residing in the next camp’s new human 
measure: “Not that which must be reached in order to alter him, but that 
which must be left intact in order to respect him. Noli me tangere. It marks 
the end of the sovereign’s vengeance. The ‘man’ that the reformers set up 
against the despotism of the scaffold has also become a ‘man-measure’: not 
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of things, but of power.”117 Noli me tangere, the risen Christ’s words to Mary 
Magdalene—“touch me not; for I am not yet ascended to my father”—now 
come to signify the inviolability of the New Man prefigured in Bukharin’s 
dying hope that his “trial be the last severe lesson,” making “the great might 
of the U.S.S.R. become clear to all.” Bukharin and the bunkmate, both pa-
thetic sacrifices, are resurrected in a socialist soul whose body no longer 
needs to be reached and punished, because its depth is visible right on the 
surface as the very means by which the New World will become what it es-
sentially is. The measure of socialist might is taken by the naked soul born 
from the exposure of Auschwitz and prepared at the lager’ voennoplennych to 
be received into the leftist camp.
	 What a systems erotics describes in this regard is not the impossibility, 
but the very condition of motion, progress, change. Change can present it-
self only as tendency and promise, not as fullness of identity—to that extent, 
the radical essence of change is revealed in the camp’s simultaneous priva-
tion and totality (as some one world and not some other, both particular 
and complete). For as the confined subject is stripped of all individuating 
qualities, its rebirth depends on a groundless (but enduring) trust in the 
objectivity (the otherness) of transformation. “Before” and “after” are no 
longer integrated in a subject’s being present to itself as a continuous iden-
tity of old and new. Rather, the once-mastered experience of a distinction 
between “before” and “after” must yield to the purely external and empiri-
cal patience to endure long enough in abeyance to experience the jeopardy 
of one identity as the eventual proof of another.118 The miraculous flash of 
conversion has to be drawn out over the time it takes for a steady tendency 
to emerge and a promise to be fulfilled—or, more technically, over the time 
it takes for a new past to be distinguished from and coordinated to a new fu-
ture through the inchoative self-presencing of a new system.119 Conversion 
to socialism, Fühmann realizes twenty-seven years after the fact, “is no mere 
act of gnosis/anagnorisis [Erkenntnisakt], it doesn’t happen on this day and 
at this hour, as it happened to Saul on the road to Damascus, and even he 
sat blind for three days without eating or drinking.”120 Abdication of one’s 
sovereign will to the Other “couldn’t be the end, it could only be the be-
ginning of a transformation.”121 That genetic point, where transformation 
begins with an act of regicide/suicide lacking any assurance of succession 
or redemption—that moment of utterly abject openness—only highlights 
the absolute necessity of another camp to receive (and shepherd) the soul 
thus set free. Change is not independence from all camps, but a movement 
of transformation whereby the elements liberated from one camp seek their 
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equilibrium, the end of their anguish, in another camp whose perimeters 
remain to be drawn. It is only within a system that cleaves to its own im-
minent closure that one can identify norms and tendencies. By contrast, the 
one without faith—the “apostate” or “renegade”—“strains to define him-
self beyond the camps,” as Rohrwasser points out, as though an individual 
could exist outside of any system, without laws, history, or environment.122 
It is not that there is nothing admirable about an apostate’s heroic attempt 
to liberate the world’s existing camps, or at least liberate himself or herself 
from them; it is only that such an attempt remains frustratingly indifferent 
to the perimeters within which it is operating.
	 To grasp the relationship of individual to system that comes into play 
here, one needs to imagine what it means for an element of one system to 
choose against that system at the same instant it chooses for an unknown 
system whose emergence depends on the unpredictable choices of a suffi-
cient number of other such elements.123 “A system lacks any self-transcend-
ing power,” notes Luhmann.124 Like Trakl’s blind minute-hands climbing 
toward midnight, a system’s reproduction is, to again cite Fühmann’s stu-
pid trek back eastward toward his annihilated Wehrmacht unit in spring 
1945, a “blindness . . . unable to see over its own time” (VF 29). Luhmann 
notes how a system, despite its immense genetic complexity, behaves with 
just such stupid simplicity at its boundary: “[To] be or not to be, to con-
tinue the autopoiesis or not to, serves as an internal representation of the 
totality of possibilities. Everything that can happen is reduced for the sys-
tem to one of these two states.”125 In the face of that daunting totality of the 
system, a revolutionary choice can only be literally miraculous; by the same 
token, if it abides an instant too long in its singularity and arbitrariness, and 
is not welcomed beyond the perimeter into the broad confines of a new 
camp potent enough to recognize the choice as its own, then revolutionary 
subjectivity is exposed as simple betrayal. But the convert cannot know the 
interval he or she must endure in suspense; cannot know when, or if, the 
emergency of a decision will precipitate the emergence of law, or conversely 
the stalled emergence will precipitate the emergency of lawlessness. It is no 
longer the suddenness of the initial leap at stake, but the direction—toward 
or away from emergence—of the now slowly creeping arrow of time.
	 The duration between two infinitesimals, between leap and precipita-
tion, is the excruciatingly slow interval of Fühmann’s real socialist sub-
jectivity.126 In terms of intellectual history, the kairic rebellions of Bloch, 
Lukács, Benjamin, Tillich, and their cohort of messianic socialists in the 
interwar years against the linear homogenous time of the bourgeoisified 
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Social Democratic Party only makes sense before East Germany’s revolu-
tion. After the epochal disruption—Stalin’s explosion of Hitler’s bour-
geois-fascist clock—chronological time returns, this time as the normative 
and developmental temporality of socialist emergence. From the pathos of 
decision to the patience of consequences, from sovereign duty to empiri-
cal responsibility—not only values, but also perceptions change . . . or at 
least they “should be” evolving toward that total difference promised in the 
initial kairic moment of the antifascist camp. As Christa Wolf ascertains in 
a 1979 letter to Fühmann, his literary achievement consists in identifying 
the experience of someone condemned “to live in the border-zone between 
two value systems . . . left only the choice between indebting himself to 
one or the other, or even: both. Because the third, new, ‘valid’ value sys-
tem is no place in sight and nothing remains for our man except to de-
scribe his ghostly situation [Lage] exactly, which means with its ghosts.”127 
Fühmann’s narrative time is the time over which the instantaneous logic of 
tertium non datur is drawn out, and the risk of that long time, more than 
any sudden trauma of leaping per se, is his literary drama.
	 In the nearly forty years following the twenty-three-year-old soldier’s 
conversion to communism in Soviet prison camp, Fühmann struggles to 
narrate the emerging laws and plans that would vindicate his choice of camp 
as something other than betrayal and his subjectivity as something other 
than a pawn’s. As the term of socialism’s emergence draws on, however, 
the betrayal whose possibility grows increasingly vivid in his imagination 
is not that of the young Wehrmacht soldier laboring in the lime pits of the 
Caucasus, but the disillusioned socialist’s betrayal in the offices of the GDR 
Academy of the Arts. If Trakl’s blind minute-hands figure for Fühmann the 
historical horizon of the fascism enveloping his youth, Koestler’s metaphor 
of “darkness at noon” might be taken to figure the clock of real socialism’s 
bright noon, a clock likewise “unable to see over its own time.” While the 
metaphors are similar, everything rides for Fühmann on the literal, empiri-
cal difference and progressive sequence of two all-encompassing chronolo-
gies. Although the errant Marxist Merleau-Ponty claimed that “there is no 
universal clock, but only local histories,”128 Fühmann’s socialist passion is 
rooted in just the opposite predicament. Indeed, there is no single clock and 
no one history, but as unbearably local as the lager’ voennoplennych latrine is, 
the leap Fühmann takes leaves nothing unturned: it lands him in a moder-
nity as universal as it is different.



chapter seven

Revolutionary Laws:  
Emergence and Emergency

Do you think the revolution justifies everything? 
You’re an undisciplined horde, nothing more!

—Ludwig Renn, Postwar1

The revolution obligates!
—Rosa Luxemburg, The Red Flag, January 19192

1.	 1945/1980

	 “The concept of law,” Fühmann writes to Christa Wolf after the passage 
of the Third Criminal Code Revision Act in 1979, “has become absurd.”3 
His bitter recognition of this absurdity marks a severe blow to his sorely 
tested hope that real socialism might immanently become what it was es-
sentially meant to be: socialism. At the outset of the 1970s, critical socialists 
like Fühmann and Wolf had felt optimistic that the SED dictatorship that 
may once have been warranted by the difficult transition to socialism—a 
concession they struggled ever harder to make with a straight face—was 
finally ending, ushering in a mature era in which, as we have seen, Erich 
Honecker could promise as he took over from Walter Ulbricht at the VIII 
Party Congress in 1971 that there would be “no taboos in the realm of art 
and literature.”4 Their disciplining of their ethical and aesthetic discretion 
over the course of the preceding decades—by imperceptible turns volun-
tary and compulsory—would at last be bearing fruit; a new socialist faculty 
of judgment, experienced individually, but manifesting itself collectively, 
would, it was hoped, be emerging to relieve the SED-state of the chal-
lenges of postcapitalist institution and coordination that so far it could 
master only as a single-party dictatorship.
	 As the legal historian Johannes Raschka argues, however, the hard-line 
revision of the criminal code in 1979 was anything but a mature piece of 
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normative reflection on what the content of socialist justice could be. It 
instead demonstrated the sharpening strategic considerations of a system 
apparently incapable of feeling secure in its sovereignty. The Revision Act 
was “in the first instance a threat issued by the SED-state against its own 
citizens as well as a penal instrument in case of internal or external crises.”5 
Its logic, in other words, was military rather than normative in spirit. Even 
more fatally, the internal crises it was designed to avert were the very crises 
it provoked for people like Fühmann. With this legal revision, the state’s cu-
mulative normative failure became a signal for him to reclaim his suspended 
perceptions in spite of rather than in respect of the law of the land. Or, to 
put it another way, the crisis of expectations provoked by the Revision Act 
suddenly made the law of the land glaringly visible as something it was not 
supposed to be. In the very event of appearing as a distinct body of law, the 
GDR statutory order loosened the socialist “is” from the socialist “ought,” 
raising the question of what lawfulness itself should feel like in socialism.
	 One of the most notorious paragraphs of the revised criminal code, §219 
(Assumption of Illegal Contacts), provided stiff penalties for writers who 
sought publishing outlets in the West. Known informally as the “Lex Heym” 
after the best-selling writer Stefan Heym who had scandalized the SED by 
publishing his political roman-a-clef Collin in the West, the law was grasped 
specifically as an attack on the public sphere that Fühmann had once be-
lieved his writing was helping to foster in the name of the coming socialist 
community—an attack, that is, on the very grounds of spontaneous socialist 
generation. Two additional paragraphs—§106 (Subversive Agitation) and 
§107 (Hostile-Negative Group Formation)—provided for heightened pen-
alties against various forms of association, intimidating writers who sought 
each other’s company on shared aesthetic grounds. It applied even to the 
company of literary anthologization, as Fühmann discovered when he at-
tempted to assemble a volume of unpublished GDR poets in 1981, only to 
garner accusations of “hostile factionalism” from the State Security Police. 
Raschka argues that the timing of these criminal code revisions was moti-
vated by a growing sense, especially after the 1975 Helsinki Accords on Hu-
man Rights, that the state needed expanded room for “operative decisions” 
in the event of a political emergency, criminal law becoming an increasingly 
compliant vehicle of state sovereignty in an internally and externally em-
battled real socialism. The rule of law—however dubiously it applied to the 
GDR situation—was, in this perspective, not even a matter of administra-
tive expediency, but purely political survival. Could this aggressive politici-
zation, however contrary to the liberal spirit of civic law, be right?
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	 With the intensification of the Cold War at the end of 1979, signaled 
by NATO’s controversial “double track decision” to deploy medium range 
nuclear missiles in West Germany and the Soviet Union’s invasion of Af-
ghanistan, Fühmann’s realization of the dire GDR political situation flashes 
up apocalyptically through the accretions of faith and self-denial disciplin-
ing his perceptions of the world since POW camp in the 1940s. Shortly 
after New Year’s Day in 1980, during a power outage that prevents him 
from watching an interview with Christa Wolf being broadcast on West 
German television, Fühmann writes her wondering whether the blackout 
is “because of this broadcast or because of Afghanistan, or are the heavens 
raging, or can the ether simply not stand it anymore and has chosen the 
stupidest time—” he interrupts himself with a dash—“I suddenly have the 
feeling of the end of time, which can drag on terribly.—Let’s have some 
sort of carnival!”6 Then, a few months later, he offhandedly confides to her 
the once-unthinkable comparison between twilight and dawn, between the 
two incommensurable epochs of fascism and socialism that his life uneas-
ily spans: “[O]nly now do I fully grasp how catastrophic the mood + the 
crisis of confidence are in this land. And everyone carries on incessantly—it 
makes me shudder. I often feel as though it were April ’45.—I don’t know 
what’s going to become of it. Till then.—Be happy.—Always Franz.”7

	 This striking admission in May 1980 signals an existential crisis as cata-
strophic as the cosmic implosion of April–May 1945, when the Wehrmacht’s 
collapse forced a cathartic re-evaluation of his life on the road to a Siberian 
Damascus. In 1945, however, the sign of crisis pointed Fühmann indubi-
tably toward a socialist order whose positive goals lent unified form to his 
aesthetic pathos. The crisis of the 1970s—which inspires a similar sublim-
ity—nonetheless indicates nothing that would point beyond nonsense and 
nihilism. His literary production, as we saw already with “Marsyas,” written 
at the height of the crisis in 1977, only grows more paradoxical, culminating 
in the early 1980s science fiction collection I discuss in the following two 
chapters. Here I am concerned with how, in the face of the incoherency 
confronting him at every turn, Fühmann’s correspondence and collabora-
tion with artists and functionaries becomes a peculiar place, between the 
privacy (even idiocy) of a letter and its public, whence he can behold what 
has become of socialist expectations. If the decreasing meaningfulness of 
expectations in socialism had long unsettled what was to count as “normal,” 
their wholesale jeopardy, implied by his sudden intuition of the law’s absur-
dity, forces an all-out confrontation with the very idea of a socialist norm.
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2.	socialism’s double jeopardy

First feed the face, and then talk right or wrong.
—Brecht, The Threepenny Opera8

	 A guiding presumption of socialist legality is that socialism, having over-
come antagonistic class society and its need to preserve class dominance, 
can freely orient itself toward rational material advancement. A cumber-
some framework of adjudication becomes unnecessary and socialist law 
sheds the trappings of bourgeois majesty, becoming subordinate to banal 
technical goals—and “the government of persons is replaced by the admin-
istration of things,” as Engels wrote.9 One of the GDR’s most prominent 
philosophers, Georg Klaus (who figures prominently in the next chapter), 
writes:

In a class society social norms are primarily an expression of particular property 
and productive relationships as well as the interests and will of the dominant 
class. Norm systems of this sort serve to maintain the power of the dominant 
class. In the hands of a workers’ and peasants’ authority social norms are an 
effective instrument for the socialist reorganization [Umgestaltung] of society. 
A socialist state puts great emphasis on maintaining norms in the interest of 
enforcing social progress. As far as legal norms are concerned, compliance can 
undoubtedly be compelled through administrative measures.10

In Klaus’s view the law’s use of force to compel its norms is justified by 
an objective index of socialist progress. “The development of the forces 
of production,” Klaus comments, “is the highest criterion for judging the 
progressive character of a social totality, a social order.”11 Unlike capitalism, 
socialism is not an internally conflicted (self-contradictory) order, but an 
order whose material relationships speak for themselves univocally without 
the ideological interference of law and courts. In this sense, mature socialist 
progress needs no force in excess of the plain operation of the productive 
system. Only in the transitional period of socialist reorganization is law a 
necessary supplement to an otherwise self-generating material articulation. 
“Redundancy of statements raises their persuasive power. Nothing is added 
semantically . . . but pragmatically there is an essential difference.”12

	 In this transitional juncture when legal norms duplicate technical norms 
in an explicit language of obligation, there might be confusion as to what 
behavior is truly grounded on—the experience of legal obligation or the 
logic of functional adaptation? At some point, however, the normal lan-
guage of socialism can be expected to switch over fully from the counter-
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factual modality of “ought” to the modality of “is.” Lukács, as we saw in 
the previous chapter, had an aesthetic account of this switch in language. 
In bourgeois tragedy, a “should be” inevitably kills the hero as he or she 
founders on its discrepancy with what “is.” As socialism succeeds liberalism, 
the tragic genre itself cedes its aesthetic stature to epic description of how 
socialist life simply is. This switch in modes, moreover, is not a regional 
switch only in the realm of aesthetics, but characterizes the essential experi-
ence of socialism as a reconciliation of “is” and “ought.” Klaus’s and Lukács’s 
story of transition from a normative to indicative order erases precisely that 
which existentially distinguishes law for the eminent legal theorist H. L. A. 
Hart. As a coherent normative system, law serves to motivate behavior in-
trinsically rather than relying on the unthinking compulsion of dogma and 
force. Hart evokes how an “external” application of law is perceived in con-
trast to an “internal” motivation by law. The externalist sees law as a behav-
iorist mechanism, “like the view of one who, having observed the working 
of a traffic signal in a busy street for some time, limits himself to saying that 
when the light turns red there is a high probability that the traffic will stop. 
He treats the light merely as a natural sign that people will behave in certain 
ways, as clouds are a sign that rain will come.”13 By contrast to this indica-
tive view of law, Hart’s normative conception holds that the signal actually 
provides a reason for stopping. Accordingly, the externalist “will miss out a 
whole dimension of the social life of those whom he is watching, since for 
them the red light is not merely a sign that others will stop: they look upon 
it as a signal for them to stop and so a reason for stopping in conformity to 
rules which make stopping when the light is red a standard of behavior and 
an obligation.”14 Without any internal dimension to the social experience 
of law, law is not after all law, but arbitrary and superficial command. It is 
precisely the internal perception of a motivating norm that characterizes 
the experience of the rule of law.15

	 Since the American and French revolutions, then, law has been the 
apotheosis of bourgeois order, the very spirit of revolution according to 
Saint-Just. Socialism—whatever its own presiding spirit—clearly does not 
share liberalism’s legal theology. Far from expressing socialism’s soul, law 
is merely a reinforcing double, a helpmate for a process whose essential 
truth lies right on the surface of the “development of the forces of produc-
tion.” In the GDR, dual law persists in the interval from its birth in the 
camps of the Caucasus to Honecker’s proclamation of socialism’s maturity, 
up until the miraculous point where the two strands gently touch. But for 
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Fühmann instead of converging, their meeting is a sudden intersection di-
verging again into absurdity. I emphasize Fühmann’s intuition of the law’s 
absurdity because a practical critique of its inadequacy, even anger at its 
unfairness, was nothing new for socialist writers in the interval of socialist 
becoming. In works such as Anna Seghers’s shelved 1957 story “The Just 
Judge” (“Der gerechte Richter”) and Kurt Maetzig’s banned 1965 film The 
Rabbit Is Me (Das Kaninchen bin Ich), the unreliability of socialist legality as 
a stable system of norms is thematized. Even in these censored works, how-
ever, the law remains intelligible despite being distorted by the demands of 
socialist expediency. One could even argue, as does Slavoj Zizek, that it was 
precisely the nonconformist literature of Fühmann’s close colleagues that 
assumed the task of recuperating meaning for the unprecedented measures 
enforced “in the name of socialism” rather than “in the name of the law.”16 
From Wolf ’s 1963 Divided Heaven (Der geteilte Himmel), which reconciles 
its ambivalent protagonist with the sealing of the border in 1961, to Volker 
Braun’s 1975 Unfinished Story (Unvollendete Geschichte), which reconciles its 
even more conflicted protagonist with censorship, extreme measures were 
not portrayed as a betrayal of socialism, but an occasion to reinternalize 
disturbing commands as somehow understandable norms with respect to the 
“target function” of “maximal satisfaction of the material and cultural needs 
of the working masses.”17

	 Fühmann’s blunt exclamation of law’s absurdity, however, introduces a 
distinct quality to his response. It is not the refusal of a dissident or outsider 
to accept the norms of GDR legality; it is a simple, but instantly profound 
inability to reconcile his expectations to the de facto situation of the GDR, 
because the de facto situation is, instantly, profoundly, as absurd as the de 
jure. Fühmann calls this new quality of expectation “the feeling of the end 
of time,” where expectation is simply of the unexpected. The extraordinary 
measures of the late 1970s can no longer be made sense of as a momentary 
disturbance, a perturbation in legal maturity that might be judged in sound 
socialist terms, for there is no criterion, whether principled or expedient, to 
govern judgment. Rather, the relationship between the law of things and 
the law of the land has become nonsensical. When a horizon of expecta-
tions no longer holds open the prospect of a coherent future, the skin is 
peeled away from socialist unity, exposing strange viscera to the dazzling 
light of apocalypse.
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3.	 postcards from the edge

“Let the jury consider their verdict,” said the King[.] . . . “No, no!” 
said the Queen. “Sentence first—verdict afterwards.”

—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland18

I command a hundred thousand banners be hung with the slogan: 
WE ARE HAPPY!

—Fühmann, The Happy Knight of the Trinity, or  
How to Become Top Talker: A Puppet Play for Children19

	 If good narrative sense is too much to ask of an apocalypse, then Füh-
mann’s cheerfully bleak message, imperiling thirty-five years of disciplined 
living in the interval since the lager’ voennoplennych, comes to Wolf on the 
right medium for revelation: a novelty postcard.20 Although it bears a pho-
tographic image and text, the card signifies less through resemblance or 
syntax than by its inherence in a situation, as smoke indicates fire without 
depicting or defining it. “A photograph,” notes Peirce, “not only excites an 
image, has an appearance, but, owing to its optical connection with the 
object, is evidence that that appearance corresponds to a reality.”21 While 
Fühmann’s postcard corresponds to a reality, that reality’s features remain 
elusive, since the punctual fact of the moment matters less than the over-
all tendency of things. Georg Klaus maintains that a social system reveals 
nothing about itself in a “passive snapshot,” but only with reference “to 
the entire real life process, to reality as a sensible human activity, a praxis.”22 
A system’s reality lies in its practical law of becoming, not in any momen-
tary fact. But how does a law or process ever take on the indexical force of 
evidence, which requires that truth be present in both the ontological and 
temporal sense? Isn’t evidence meaningful only within the law—can it ever 
be the other way around, where the law becomes evidence of the objects it 
regards? “Evidence,” in Klaus’s definition, “is proof through maximally suc-
cessful practice.”23 That the law holds, or to the utmost extent it succeeds in 
holding, its order exists. The process of taking hold can drag on terribly, 
like the end of time itself, but at some point, the things themselves take 
over from the law as the mark of order . . . either that or, without a final 
fact ever having been secured, possibility suddenly turns into impossibility, 
cosmos into chaos, sense into nonsense:
	 A washed-out photo shows an empty East German sidewalk and a 
shambling fence bearing a poster in Fraktur with the bold injunction “No 
real socialism thinkable without culture and art!” Against its forlorn back-
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ground, the high-minded slogan loses whatever dignity its imperative 
might have conveyed, and appears ridiculous in light of the contradiction 
between posit and perception, between solemn message and preposterous 
messenger.24 While the catharsis of the joke might momentarily relieve the 
contradiction, it also prompts one to notice an underlying difficulty with 
the modality of such a slogan’s claim. In what sense, if any, could the art-
less maxim depicted here have validity? Is it a sober, practical rule like “No 
passage thinkable without valid passport”; or is it an empirical observa-
tion of socialism’s reliance on its historical culture, “No GDR thinkable 
without Johannes R. Becher”; or is it a moral imperative bearing an obli-
gation to duly constituted socialist authority, “Without making art, I fail 
my duty to socialism”; or conversely, “Without fostering art, socialism fails 
its constituents”? But in each of these cases, how is one to understand the 
relationship of the foreground statement to the barren background? Does 
the norm derive from its situation, the situation from the norm, or is its 
authority some third thing?
	 Cutting through the Gordian knot of validity questions, Klaus asserts:

Fig. 3. “No real socialism thinkable without culture and art!” Postcard to Christa 
Wolf, January 1980. Reproduced by permission of the artist, Klaus Staeck © 1979.
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It is pointless to insist that norms can be attributed truth or falsity. It might 
be objected that denying normative truth leads to moral subjectivity. Whoever 
claims the command “You should do good deeds for socialism!” has no truth 
content, has in this view a subjective standpoint. But the objection is groundless. 
[. . .] Statements describe reality and are cognitive insights. Based on these in-
sights a new cognitive goal is set. In order to reach this goal every science elabo-
rates special methods, i.e., directions, that lead to the achievement of the goal. 
In this general sense norms are regulations directed at a recipient. Every norm 
contains a call to be heeded; that is, the regulation is bound with the call for the 
recipient to realize (or not) the regulation. In the case of moral and legal norms 
the call derives from the relevant relations of property, production and class.25

For Klaus the mystery of norms is simple: they are “pointers (indices) to-
ward relevant operations.”26 Norms in an indexical sense are the best evi-
dence for an order since their presence requires no interpretation, only that 
recipients respond to their signal or not: “[T]hey direct the attention to 
their objects by blind compulsion” (Peirce).27 The authority of such a norm 
derives sheerly from its relevance to its situation. A symptom, goose flesh, 
for example, points at a condition, a chilly room. The signal notifying the 
recipient and the implicit call to heed the notice do not describe anything 
that might be falsified or verified. The art issuing from the GDR likewise 
gives notice of socialist emergence and bound with that notice is the call 
to respond with an artistic outpouring grounded in one’s own socialist 
belonging: the normal tendency is promoted recursively, the explicit law 
eventually proving itself superfluous in the implicit evidence of socialism’s 
blossoming culture.
	 Surely Klaus is right that the commonplace propaganda depicted on the 
postcard hardly calls for interpretation by its recipient: its significance is eo 
ipso. Equally self-evident, the blow of Fühmann’s invocation of April 1945 
on back of so droll a card conveys the boundless intensity of his unmoored 
socialist hopes. Fühmann responds existentially to a situation that for out-
siders asks for nothing more than the chuckle the West German card elicits. 
His gallows humor not only mocks, but inverts the direction of the slogan 
on front, once his own most cherished doctrine. Where the slogan asks its 
public to advance in accord with the emerging socialist line, Fühmann con-
nects the slogan’s sorry manifestation with the cataclysmic significance that 
fascism’s collapse had for the SA member he was in 1945. “I often feel as 
though it were April ’45.—I don’t know what’s going to become of it. Till 
then.—Be happy.—Always Franz.” Spring 1945 and spring 1980 are fatefully 
bound by the date written in the upper right corner. The postcard marks the 
chiasm where the double norms of socialist transformation suddenly inter-
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sect. This weightless X-point—the equilibrium of normalcy or explosion of 
crisis—strikes Fühmann’s subjectivity as profoundly as the Wehrmacht com-
rade bearing his sentence over the camp latrine: “I was a war criminal!”
	 In a remarkable 1981 discussion with Fühmann, Horst Simon, one of his 
editors at Hinstorff Press, tries to wrap up their contentious exchange on a 
conciliatory note. “I agree with you completely,” Simon responds vaguely 
to another sally by Fühmann, “only, we do have the concept of a socialist 
literature [. . .] and it contains concepts like partisanship, socialist ideational 
content. . . . These concepts compel and demand a certain decisiveness and 
certain decisions. They are categories of literary thought and evaluation 
that cannot simply be conceded. And you haven’t conceded them, because 
when you say: of course, I want to be useful; of course, I want to be pro-
ductive; of course, I want to progress, then your strong faith is implicit. 
And you commit yourself through your very existence and work here with 
us.” Simon wants reassurance that Fühmann continues to embody the cul-
tural norm simply by being there. Instead of accepting Simon’s offer to 
serve as a reliable index of socialist cultural authority, Fühmann points to 
the same growing existential jeopardy indicated by his postcard. “The de-
gree of partisanship is the degree to which literature is really literature,” he 
retorts. “Take the well-known motto: ‘I am a Communist first, a writer 
second.’ I reject this motto for myself. [. . .] I’d never want to belong to any 
body that demanded from me such submission. But I’m a citizen of the 
GDR, and not so by virtue of joining or resigning, but of other necessity. 
You say we have certain categories that are simply there and binding—yeah, 
and now I don’t feel they’re binding on me, what now? I’m not going to 
lie, that’s the death of literature.”28 And, one might add, the death of social-
ism, with the capital sentence hung around its neck: “No real socialism 
thinkable without culture and art!”
	 The point to emphasize is that Fühmann’s postcard draws its power not 
from any semantic force of argument, but, as his blunt remarks to Simon 
indicate, by serving existential notice to the very norms and tendencies that 
have articulated him body and soul—they simply, without argument, no 
longer apply: obligation has become irony, even absurdity, and no appeal 
to duty can draw him back into their normative force. The raw indexical 
connection between his utterance and its socialist situation is what makes 
it so uncontrollable and so threatening to the state. After all, there were 
many, far more categorical repudiations of socialism, but they judged facts 
or refuted arguments, whereas Fühmann’s balkiness lies in the very clay of 
the New Man that he is with all his might.
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	 As we saw in the previous chapter, Fühmann came to socialism by way 
of the gas chamber and lager’ voyennoplennych. His socialist Being, his gov-
erning laws, begin at the void where the camps of World War II end. The 
state that resumes at the perimeter of unthinkable violence takes upon itself 
the reorganization (Umgestaltung) of individual life out of mass death. Cast 
in the optimistic technocratic idiom of peaceful coexistence, this view of 
the socialist camp-state accords neatly with Klaus’s understanding of the 
law as a pragmatic redundancy of technical norms. Neither a divine bearer 
of natural right nor a rational self-legislator of moral duty, socialist law’s 
emerging subject has no special interiority of obligation or remorse. He is a 
biopolitical vessel for maximizing socialist target values. One can fill in this 
bare functionalist account of the socialist subject, as I suggest in the last 
chapter, by drawing on Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, which emphasizes 
not the soullessness of modernity, but the modern production of the soul. 
In this way, the other, legalistic side of Klaus’s redundancy also receives 
proper emphasis. The nineteenth-century humanism that pushed for penal 
reform at the same time as legal positivism was claiming law for human in-
vention rather than divine providence, established punishment as the criti-
cal measure of humanity. The soul on which the status quo demonstrates 
its mercy is rendered available for clemency in the first place by pervasive 
techniques of legal constraint. The caritas of modernity, unlike that of the 
ancient polis, rests according to Foucault not on the cultivation of a flour-
ishing self, but on substituting a synthetic subject of power, a derivative 
effect of its own disciplinary constraint.
	 When Horst Simon’s predecessor at Hinstorff, Kurt Batt, an editor 
whose early death was a deep loss for Fühmann, submits Fühmann’s essay 
collection Erfahrungen und Widersprüche (Experiences and Contradictions) to 
the authorities in 1974, it is with considerable political trepidation, since 
he knows from his correspondence with Fühmann how pained by doubts 
his difficult author had become, and knows also how close to the official 
boundaries the pieces in the volume are (but not which side of censor-
ship they lie on). He situates the manuscript among “the efforts at mu-
tual understanding [Verständigungsversuche] that various writers [. . .] have 
been engaging in especially since the VIII Party Congress [of 1971].”29 Like 
Wolf ’s and Braun’s similar attempts, these ongoing efforts to discover a 
soul-in-process—Batt calls them “personal reflections with a provisional 
character”—relate directly to the distinct disciplinary quality of the socialist 
system. Batt emphasizes an essay that “contains a fundamental and unshak-
able confession of faith in our state and socialism” and asserts that it is “pre-
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cisely from this point that one understands all the other pieces with their 
often urgent, even impulsively urgent questions.” Fühmann’s unsettled and 
potentially censorable soul radiates out from a constitutive faith. And the 
essay Batt highlights for the authorities? It is the very survey response in 
which Fühmann affirms his belonging to “a generation that came to social-
ism by way of Auschwitz. [. . .] Collapse; march into prisoner of war camp. 
There, from the first moment, intensifying from month to month, four 
shocks, mostly overlapping, which altogether turned around my life.”30 The 
connection of his socialist soul to modernity’s camps could not be more 
clear: No real socialism thinkable without Auschwitz! His experiences and 
contradictions come together until they no longer do—until, nolens vo-
lens, the efforts at “mutual understanding” inside his camp, the attempts 
to make socialism “thinkable” on the basis of this relentlessly straitened 
soul, abruptly yield to the unthinkable nonsense his camp has manifestly 
become.
	 After half a life answering socialism’s call, Fühmann loses sight of what 
his best efforts are working toward. His editors and advisors, with better or 
worse intentions, try to convince him that his loss of sight is no gain of in-

Fig. 4. “Skinning a sole.” Postcard to Margarete Hannsmann, October 1979. Image 
courtesy of Deutsches Literaturarchiv, Marbach.
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sight, no transformation, but a momentary perplexity that with a little pa-
tience will resolve itself by returning him, renewed and invigorated, to the 
operational course he has been following all along. “But then,” Fühmann 
writes to Batt in the early 1970s, trying to explain the consequences of relin-
quishing his sense of an increasingly unruly present to the infinite patience 
of emergence, “one is back to Parmenides, everything is unchanging Being, 
merely exhibiting new aspects. [. . .] If everything is mathematizable (and 
our excellent Herr Gödel has even proved that everything can be expressed 
in algebra) then everything ultimately comes down to the formula 0 = 0. 
Everything comes from nothing and returns to nothing, and we who write 
letters to each other are what is in between.”31 Indeed, it is the correspon-
dence in between null points that makes all the difference here.

4.	 grouping letters: emergent public  
or emergency?

. . . socialism
Back then was still a cripple
A mortifying mixture:
Half image of man, half beast
Half freedom and half fixture

—Wolf Biermann, Germany, A Winter’s Tale32

	 On November 16, 1976, the satirical poet-songwriter Wolf Biermann, 
who among his many dubious acts had described GDR socialism itself as a 
satyr, “half image of man, half beast,” was peremptorily stripped of his GDR 
citizenship by the “responsible authorities” according to §13 of the Law 
Concerning GDR Citizenship.33 “It is a sovereign decision of our state,” a 
party communiqué emphasized, “and valid law.”34 Although hardly a use of 
state power on the scale of suppressing an uprising in 1953, “securing state 
borders” in 1961, or invading Czechoslovakia in 1968, Biermann himself has 
observed that “the protest movement against my banishment was indeed 
broader and deeper.”35 More than the breadth and depth of the response, 
however, what made a relatively minor reprisal against an individual into 
a major political caesura was the response’s origin among a small circle of 
a dozen writers, including Fühmann, whose socialist loyalty situated them 
close to political authority, but whose reading public lent them a degree of 
immunity from direct state repression. “It was the first criticism of a GDR 
political measure intentionally carried out before an international public 
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since the workers’ uprising of 1953.”36 The protest began with an open letter 
submitted on the following day to the East German Communist Party pa-
per Neues Deutschland, and, crucially, to the Western Agence France-Presse. 
The letter’s effect on the government was immediate and powerful, since it 
revealed that the GDR’s most prominent authors, authors recognized and 
rewarded by its official institutions, disagreed with a major party decision, 
thereby exposing a potentially disruptive ideological rift below the rigor-
ously maintained surface of socialist harmony.
	 The issues raised by the protest did not take on juridical character per se, 
which would have been irrelevant in a state with a programmatically cur-
tailed legal apparatus. As Walter Ulbricht testily pointed out in 1958, “[It] 
is not yet clear to some of our comrade jurists that as party members they 
must accomplish their scholarly work as comrades struggling consciously 
for the construction of socialism. [. . .] The resolutions of the party cre-
ate the basis of state and legal theory. They issue in an unbroken chain of 
total social development, which is the exclusive fundament upon which 
the development of state power and thus our state and legal system can 
be worked out.”37 Although in 1971 Honecker had proclaimed Ulbricht’s 
twenty-year “construction phase” completed and the phase of “developed 
socialist society” begun, it was not clear what the new status of legality 
in this developed phase would be.38 The Biermann affair, perhaps because 
of the almost mythical resonance of the punishment—exile—became a 
test of the status of law in socialism, taking on a “metajuridical” character 
distinctly reminiscent of the debates over the Weimar constitution in the 
1920s and 1930s. Unlike the ideological belaboring that accompanied the 
constitutional reforms of 1974, the swift, unspectacular act of revoking an 
individual’s citizenship triggered an unplanned reflection on the way norms 
were articulated in socialism. As Carl Schmitt famously argued in the 1920s, 
a state’s nonlegal, de facto political power is more crucial to its self-defense 
than the law, and its primacy should be recognized in legitimate acts of the 
state. “The specific political distinction to which political actions and moti-
vations can be reduced,” according to Schmitt, “is the distinction between 
friend and enemy.”39 Similarly, the official position in the Biermann affair 
held that the GDR had the right to defend itself from class enemies, a right 
trumping any other one subsequently articulated de jure by the law.
	 With its repeated emphasis on the friend-enemy distinction, the Bier-
mann affair harkened back to one of the most traumatic crises in the ge-
nealogy of the modern state. In the Weimar era the self-evidence of liberal 
normalcy—whether normalcy is taken in the normative sense of rule of law 
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or the operative sense of market society—had been disrupted and the or-
ganization of modernity appeared as an open project. After World War II, 
as I argue in the previous chapter, the shape of normalcy was again put 
into question by the liberal-socialist standoff over the catastrophic legacy of 
fascism. What is different another twenty-five years later in the Biermann 
case is that the crisis refers not to an impasse in liberalism or fascism, but 
to one in “developed socialist society.” The hyperbolic categories of friend 
and enemy were defined not with respect to nation or ethnos—the 1974 
GDR constitution had removed all references to Germany and the German 
nation—but with respect to real socialism as a constitutive force with a 
distinct necessity of its own. The sides of the Biermann dispute, as circum-
scribed as their public arena was, could no longer conceal their mutual an-
tagonism and, to the extent that the antagonism did not become a decisive 
political rupture, both sides sought to understand the apparent discrep-
ancy between legality and legitimacy with reference to some real necessity 
of socialism. Necessitas non habet legem, “necessity has no law,” is the Roman 
common law justification of a state of emergency, although no one dared 
openly use the term “emergency” to name the GDR’s situation. The un-
settling question, however, was whether socialist necessity, after more than 
twenty years of “construction,” had demonstrated enough systemic features 
to distinguish itself from mere SED dictatorship; whether it truly had the 
functional inchoative tendency Georg Klaus postulated that might make 
its trumping of legality in so minor a case understandable. Or whether, 
on the contrary, the emergence of socialism was nothing other than the 
formal void of emergency—a zero hour without established law and, more 
disturbingly, without any overriding necessity either.
	 On the evening of Biermann’s banishment, Fühmann writes to the chair 
of the Council of Ministers, the highest state organ of the GDR, that, “as 
a citizen and writer of the German Democratic Republic, I consider it not 
only my right but also my duty to communicate to you that these measures 
as well as their modality disturb and unsettle me to the utmost, I can rec-
oncile them neither with the essence nor with the dignity, eminence and 
strength of my state. The traces they leave behind scare me, I see grow-
ing damage and fear the consequences.”40 Written the evening before the 
collective open letter of November 17, Fühmann’s private protest is not 
itself a political act in Schmitt’s sense. It is reassuringly directed to consti-
tuted authority, which, as would repeatedly be stressed by party officials, 
“is a statutory right”—“to turn to the government is the right of a citizen.”41 
While the welcoming attitude toward criticism through proper channels 
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was disingenuous—Fühmann’s letter figures prominently in the Stasi’s jus-
tification for putting him under surveillance42—the government did per-
ceive its real problem to be the open letter, and viewed the private one as 
secondary. But by linking private duty to the state’s strength and essence, 
this letter conditions his obligations on a performance the state presum-
ably has it in its power, and conception, to live up to. The letter does not 
demand any revision of this conception, only that it effectively emerge. The 
“growing damage” Fühmann sees is thus not a crisis of legal norms, but 
a crisis of legitimation—a crisis in the identity of the system to which he 
owes his duty.43 Fühmann exercises his duty not by practically challenging 
state power, but by modestly signaling the loss of a quantum of its required 
mass loyalty: his unease is the internal trace of damage the state must fear, 
it is not a threat from outside. To the extent that his sense of duty arises out 
of solicitousness for “the essence . . . of my state,” it obtains only as long as 
that essence persists. Enacting measures incompatible with its ratio essendi, 
the state squanders its sovereignty to the same degree as it forces the ques-
tion of what its essence really is: to what do citizens of that strange entity 
without nation and legal transcendence owe their obligation?
	 The positive legal tradition repudiated, as we have seen, any transcen-
dental grounding of law in morality or divinity. Law never recovered any 
equally secure ground, but has since rested on the tautology that legality 
exists as a unity of statute posited by the state, while the state exists as the 
unity of its legislation. Echoing the sentiment of Wilhelmine positivist 
Georg Jellineck that law is “possible only on the condition that a direct-
ing and coercive force is present,”44 Derrida has written that “there is no 
such thing as law (doit) that doesn’t imply in itself, a priori, in the ana-
lytical structure of its concept, the possibility of being ‘enforced,’ applied 
by force.”45 But even more to the point than any a priori concept of law’s 
force is the embodied experience of law as polemios (hostility), as an always 
implied threat of force.46 Introspecting what law feels like, H. L. A. Hart 
writes that “the violation of a rule is not merely a basis for the prediction 
that a hostile reaction will follow but a reason for hostility.”47 The phenom-
enal experience of law on this view is inseparable from that of some kind 
of righteous force. In Fühmann’s private letter to the minister, his assump-
tion is that unruly and inessential force should be expected only outside 
of a dignified and well-ordered socialist state, but that willy-nilly socialist 
order is pervaded by a force he cannot reconcile with his own experience of 
civil polemios. What then is this force sapping the dignity of socialist nem-
esis (righteous anger)—is it oppositional voices, with their scurrilous and 
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satirical tone; or peremptory state measures enforced without regard to the 
integrity of law?
	 In Fühmann’s experience of the Biermann affair, he is disturbed by a 
discrepancy between the law’s hostility to Biermann and his own lack of 
such hostility. The law for Fühmann feels like an external signal system, 
not a satisfying experience of legitimacy. Even as a willing subject of social-
ist power, firmly in the socialist camp, his subjectivity is out of synch with 
the authority that constitutes it. Under normal circumstances, an unset-
tling disagreement over a case is clarified through due process, but here 
Fühmann’s unease points beyond the one case, even beyond the one stat-
ute (§13 of the Law Concerning GDR Citizenship), to address the status 
of socialist normalcy itself. The normal situation would require either the 
“discovery” of a legitimate law that was violated, thus restoring faith in the 
unity of the law, or a judicial review finding that a statute is illegitimate 
in design or application, thus restoring faith in the state’s dignity.48 “The 
endeavor of a normal state,” Carl Schmitt claims, “consists above all in as-
suring total peace within the state and its territory. To create tranquility, 
security, and order and thereby establish the normal situation is the prereq-
uisite for legal norms to be valid. Every norm presupposes a normal situa-
tion, and no norm can be valid in an entirely abnormal situation”49 Despite 
his letter’s lack of political ambition, Fühmann’s loss of tranquility hints 
darkly at the existence of an abnormal situation in which not law, but the 
very state of the state is at stake. The emergency resulting from the abnor-
mal case demands from the state either self-maintenance or self-dissolution. 
The implicit question, then, is what kind of emergency is it—conservative 
(restitutive) or revolutionary (destructive)?
	 If the GDR government courted the protest of its leading intellectuals 
by misjudging the extent to which Biermann’s satirical ballads were expe-
rienced as a state emergency, then after their open letter the argument that 
an emergency now existed had suddenly become convincing. But precisely 
this more obviously threatening emergency could not be openly declared, 
because its declaration would risk the emergence of a rift between intellec-
tuals and the state, would risk, that is, the emergence of a realm of political 
adjudication independent of state measures. The real emergency thus re-
mained hovering in suspension while the state portrayed itself as forcefully 
rising to the occasion of Biermann’s provocation, exercising its sovereign 
authority to draw the sharp friend/enemy distinction the crisis required. 
“The entrance of the enemy,” asserted Kurt Hager, the chief ideologue of 
the Party Central Committee, “begins for me at the point where the revo-
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lutionary struggle of the party, of Communists, where the powerful efforts 
of our people and allies [in] forming socialist society, where the ideas of 
humanism, internationalism, solidarity are all dragged into the dirt, where 
counter-revolutionary plans are hammered out, propagated and realized[.] 
. . . Biermann wants another edition of the so-called Prague Spring! Over 
the course of its evolution the Prague Spring reached the point where the 
following problem appeared on the agenda: either maintain socialist power 
in Czechoslovakia or restore capitalist relations.”50 Biermann is named as 
the enemy, but Hager’s unnamed enemy is the real threat waiting in the 
wings for its dreadful appearance. By starkly drawing the line of amity and 
enmity, Hager demands that intellectuals define themselves punctually as 
standing within or outside the “unity of state and people” postulated by the 
GDR norms.
	 Fühmann does not take Hager’s bait to define himself in political terms. 
Identifying oneself with respect to merely political norms would be too 
thin and willful an act, betraying any chance of experiencing the underlying 
revolutionary tendencies that would allow one to distinguish between valid 
and invalid norms in the first place. Instead, as the affair drags on, Füh-
mann turns to the question of what is revolutionary about the GDR—what 
is the essence of the transformation that makes socialism something dif-
ferent and specific. For if any self-evident experience of socialist difference 
is evaporating as a legitimating experience, then struggling to grasp and 
express the suspended state, whether it is an authoritarian emergency or 
a revolutionary emergence, becomes the decisive issue: decisive, but not 
political—rather, prepolitical, an issue of finding the measure of a coher-
ent material system. In September 1977 Fühmann writes Wolf that “every 
dogmatist identifies with socialism and the revolutionary world proletariat, 
but momentarily disregarding this deadly arrogance: what is it really that 
this concept covers. . . . What is revolutionary in this society? Happy af-
firmation?”51 If the GDR’s integrity as socialist is being dissolved by virtue 
of its legal measures having lost touch with its material tendencies—and 
not by the irreverence of its satyrs—then one needs to ask from whence 
such eviscerating, self-contradictory legislation stems: as a self-grounding, 
inchoative system, the GDR has become nonsensical. Abandoning even the 
semblance of perfection of a closed unity, it is left with sovereign political 
acts, each of which, as the empirical fact of its difference from a jeopar-
dized system, is without any possibility of immanent justification. This is 
precisely the revolutionary situation, organized only by the unprecedented 
goals of transformation. It is also precisely the police situation, organized 
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only by the ad hoc logic of friend/enemy. The problem of legitimacy that 
Fühmann is expressing can refer only to a future outcome whose modality, 
while not the principled “ought,” has forsaken the empirical “is.”
	 In general Fühmann’s response to the events of the 1970s is not charac-
terized by the public aspirations and slogans of politicized opposition. The 
Biermann affair is less a caesura in his own development than a reinforce-
ment of a course staked out in Twenty-two Days. On the day of Biermann’s 
banishment, Fühmann writes back to a manuscript reader for Sinn und 
Form who has rejected one of his stories that the piece in question “deci-
sively shows the direction I’m determined to follow, a direction I set out 
and formulated already in my Hungarian journal. It has now moved into 
the foreground and as a consequence, paths that used to run parallel (or at 
least seemed to) energetically diverge. There’s nothing to be done about it; 
one can only go one’s way.”52 Rather than initiating a turn to public decla-
mation, the affair confirms Fühmann in the other direction, encouraging his 
language’s increasingly intensive form. His engagements become more eso-
teric than populist; his letters addressed to an ever narrower circle of trusted 
acquaintances brim with bemused and outraged intensity while those to of-
ficial cultural representatives demonstrate undisguised exasperation. The au-
dience for his many children’s books is, in a legal sense, not even at the age 
of political maturity. He resigns his last official political membership in 1972; 
in 1977 he quits the board of the Writers’ Union. His cottage in Märkisch 
Buchholz outside of Berlin—“my woodland seclusion”—neatly symbolizes 
his independence from the cultural politics of Berlin as the latest news must 
pass “around seven corners” to reach him at his desk.53

	 This self-suspension is not a matter of romantically rooting himself in the 
German soil, but, perversely, of making good on Honecker’s formulation 
that the one condition for a literature without taboos is that it be “rooted 
in socialism.” However much Fühmann’s intensive and esoteric turn affirms 
private and aesthetic values, it is not a retreat into privacy and irony, into 
the notorious deutsche Misere, but a consistent effort to take the measure of 
socialism, to cast himself as an index of a system that seems to him to have 
lost—or never obtained—its own primary measure, whether that measure 
would have the form of a law, a tendency, or some unimaginable appear-
ance. In this sense, his gesture in the crisis of socialism—whether that of 
its emergence or emergency—is not to recuperate the dignity and rights 
of individuality, as would be prescribed by a liberal opposition, but all the 
more emphatically to ally his subjectivity with some current of becoming 
(or unbecoming) socialism.
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	 He formulates his method appositely in a 1971 letter to Kurt Batt. “I 
want to articulate something broadly familiar to me [. . .] and I see my 
intention as realizable in a story whose tendency I know at the outset, but 
nothing more. I seek elements of reality whose immanent logic must in-
duce the tendency; I arrange them in an initial situation; and I let myself 
be led by the development.”54 From 1971 toward the later part of the decade 
his literary evolution affects above all his faith that a story might still be the 
shape his method assumes. The very tendencies his stories trace lead him 
to more open genres, to public and private letters, interviews, recorded 
conversations, essays, and collages. Although they resemble the episto-
lary and essayistic genres of the coffee house, where Habermas locates the 
emerging eighteenth-century public sphere, these works with their person-
ally targeted interlocutors bristle with a mixture of invective, whimsy, and 
syllogism, that cannot be reconciled with forming a principled political 
standpoint outside the constraints of utility. Their effect is rather to mark 
a difference within that utility: not the differentia specifica of socialism they 
once thought they were steadily groping out, but a self-difference, an open 
nonsense coalescing on the spot where socialism would be working. This 
convergence of the nonconvergent, this suspended emergency, is their most 
striking feature.
	 As a willfully will-less socialist citizen, Fühmann indexes himself to the 
diffuse tendencies he experiences in the GDR. Emphatically not a “sur-
rogate” for politics, his aesthetics are bound to the perception of his pres-
ent (in the ontological sense). To some, his default of a public political 
will ignores the opportunity for principled resistance, or at least overes-
timates the possibilities still offered by GDR life. Noting how besieged 
by the Stasi Fühmann, Wolf, and their circle had become in the wake of 
the Biermann affair, David Bathrick criticizes their symptomatic “inability 
to accept themselves as having been criminalized.”55 But for Fühmann the 
scrupulous aesthetic experience of an implicit “criminalization”—one with-
out verdict or sentence—is more important to his project than any prolep-
tic judgment from outside his socialist commitment and inside a coming 
liberal Rechtsstaat with its apparent transcendence of all that is collective 
and functional. After all, the camp—that is, a sentence served without due 
process—was the origin of Fühmann’s socialist commitment. “Auschwitz 
would not have been possible without me and my like,” he recognized. “I 
was part of a National Socialist totality that functioned exactly as it was 
supposed to, and so the difference between me and [Auschwitz comman-
dant] Höß was only one of degree; juridical, but not moral-existential.”56 
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Socialism was an existential commitment, an all-encompassing sentence 
passed in response to fascism, that did not render juridical-political issues 
superfluous, but clearly derived from a more fundamental transformation.
	 His commitment has nothing legally naive about it, in the sense of over-
estimating the potential that remained by the late 1970s for socialism to 
develop a stable normative law. Reduced to slogans, law, Fühmann clearly 
recognizes, has been turned into absurd illocutionary exhortations, the 
self-fulfilling prophecies of a sputtering system still trying to lift itself up 
by the bootstraps, prophecies whose nonsense becomes apparent, not in 
principled refusal, which proves nothing, but on his own willing body’s in-
capacity to fulfill them. “I command a hundred thousand banners be hung 
with the slogan: WE ARE HAPPY!” proclaims the sovereign of his puppet 
kingdom, and the only happiness results in face of the imperative’s pre-
posterousness. Even as Fühmann expresses the absurdity of socialist law, 
he remains true to his existential pledge in the lager’ voennoplennych that “I 
considered it the completion of my transformation to place myself at [the 
new order’s] disposal as a tool. . . .”57 The profound change, however, is 
that what in 1946 had the pathos of functionalism, now has the pathos of 
aestheticism. The socialist tool he has become does not activate, but reg-
isters. This change in aesthetic sensitivity stems not from an alteration in 
Fühmann’s sovereign heart (another conversion; faithlessness to socialism; 
compunctio cordis), but from a change in the very fabric of socialism. Sur-
rendering to socialism’s functionalism provides ever less evidence of func-
tionalist ontology and ever more evidence of the wishful thinking of incon-
sistent norms. This thinning socialist ontology exposes its wracked depths 
to Fühmann’s pen in the perverse cross-purposes of economic dysfunction 
reigning as socialism’s “functionalist” tendency, and Stasi neutralization 
measures (Zersetzungsmaßnahmen) reigning as its law. Caught at the in-
tersection of purposeless cross-purposes, his individual political agency 
already repudiated at the hour of his birth, the New Man now responds 
with the sheer aesthetic desire to feel these strange socialist operations on 
his social body. “Marsyas watched with curiosity as they approached with 
inaudible steps, and he still didn’t understand as they grabbed him, yanking 
his arms and legs askew, a shaggy Xi, and tied him head down in the black-
barked firs. . . . The first stab was the incomprehensible: there was after all 
nothing that he wouldn’t have freely done.”58

	 The poet Uwe Kolbe, one of Fühmann’s protégés, makes the right di-
agnosis, but misjudges its significance when he expresses frustration with 
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Fühmann’s 1981 Trakl essay, a book he otherwise calls Fühmann’s best. He 
reads it as at heart an attempt by Fühmann to convince “the functionary” 
of poetry’s autonomy—an inappropriate and doomed project because such 
autonomy is compromised by the very nature of even his imaginary con-
versation with authority. “Fühmann the exegete obviously wished that 
someone—a specific reader, ‘they’—would understand these poems. He is 
explaining poetry to the functionary. Repeatedly and vainly he longs for the 
censor to understand poetry.”59 But it is precisely the blank spot of the func-
tioning functionary that grounds Fühmann’s indexical project. His literary 
and metaphysical challenges are calibrated to the horizon where a function-
ing socialism would reveal itself as a system in the full ontological sense of 
that word. His reaction to the state’s functional incapacity to do anything 
but criminalize the satyr Biermann is to register the tremors rather than to 
raise the flag of individual dignity. In face of the state’s repressive measures, 
he fears more for socialism than Biermann: “[T]he traces they leave behind 
scare me, I see growing damage and fear the consequences.” This shock 
doesn’t lead Fühmann to adopt a language of righteousness—any univocal 
political language, whether affirmation or opposition, he finds too satu-
rated with the demons of his past—but to translate mixed signals, the chi-
asm of Marsyas’ flayed body, into a phenomenology of real socialism.
	 If “biopower” works by shaping rather than dominating or emancipat-
ing subjects, then the irony of Fühmann’s surrender to it is that it does 
not work; the only thing allowing its dysfunctional power to function as 
a parody of function is Fühmann’s faithful commitment to perceiving real 
socialism in its exercise. His ambition remains for socialism not to respect 
his individuality as an indivisible essence, but to shape it as a profoundly 
new essence. It is a constructivist commitment, but with the construction 
phase now over his commitment remains as unreconstructed as it was at 
the moment of its revelation in 1945. For those who, like Biermann, politi-
cize their experiences in the GDR, critically holding up the state to its own 
norms, the experience of socialism remains caught between emancipatory 
idealism and individual repression, while the far deeper hope for the infi-
nitely plastic body and soul is all but forgotten. The very thing Fühmann 
strives to witness in his writing is socialism’s success or failure in forming 
him as a subject before any independent assertion of his practical will. That 
gesture of immersion allows him to experience the paradoxically necessary 
nonsense of real socialism.



Plurality and the Optimum Optimorum210

5.	 the scales of justice and  
the scales of nonsense

Earlier lives glide by on silver soles
And the shadows of the damned climb down to the 

sighing waters.
In his grave, the white magician plays with his snakes.
Silently over the place of the skull [Schädelstätte], 

God’s golden eyes open.
—Trakl, “Psalm”60

My question: people, I’ve got to get to the concentration 
camp, how do I find it?

—Fühmann, letter to Christa Wolf, July 24, 197961

	 Nonsense is not a private language with no relationship to sense; it is not 
noise. Its relationship to sense, however, is very different from the populist 
one of the slogan, which if it works, does so by moving masses, by prov-
ing its good sense in concerted action rather than in an abstract quality of 
truth. What Fühmann’s nonsense shares with the socialist slogans calling 
out to him from all corners of the GDR is that like these slogans it has 
lost its mooring in what works. It has not lost, however, its specificity as 
evidence of socialism, as an aesthetic experience of socialism’s disjunctions 
and contradictions. Its evidence, however, is not projected by an intentional 
experience captured in a story or history, a Bildungsroman, of socialist con-
struction, but by the growing autonomization of discourse and address, of 
language and communication. This dissolution of what never came together 
as a functionalist unity in the first place is precisely what becomes (of) the 
evidence of socialism. It is not a matter of the functional differentiation of 
an aesthetic subsystem, but of the semioticization of socialist reference; a 
process that itself refers to the unbearable pressure put on an intact refer-
ential language with an operative role in socialism.62 This disjunction—that 
either the language of socialism does not refer to anything or it does not 
remain intact—translates the remains of Kurt Hager’s official disjunction, 
“[E]ither maintain socialist power . . . or restore capitalist relations.”
	 In his 1972 “found” poems, Urworte Deutsch (Primal Words, German), 
Fühmann departs from both the intact and the operative. He takes entries 
from Steputat’s nineteenth-century rhyming lexicon, and without altering 
their order or contiguity, simply adds punctuation and titles to what he 
finds, and, lo, he discovers that one “is standing at the wellspring of poetry, 
and language itself is speaking”:63 “State of many a state: / Constitutional / 
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minimal,” for example, emerges out of this socialist gathering of language.64 
When Primal Words first appears a decade after Fühmann’s death, the edi-
tor, Ingrid Prignitz, notes that Fühmann withdrew it from consideration 
in 1972, fearing that its emphasis on language’s processes over the social 
processes to which language refers would set it on a collision course with 
the party’s realist demands, damaging the reception of his more referential 
Twenty-two Days, which was then on the verge of appearing. The split trajec-
tories of Twenty-two Days and Primal Words open a simultaneous experience 
of language as a law unto itself and as an operative medium. If these paths 
ran parallel in the revolutionary transformation of the antifascist camp, they 
meet and diverge at the spot in Fühmann’s GDR life where the operative 
process becomes inoperative and the grammatical (and legal) sentence non-
sensical.
	 In a brief exposition of nonsense in his 1978 book of language games for 
children, Die dampfenden Hälse der Pferde im Turm von Babel (The Steaming 
Necks of Horses in the Tower of Babel), Fühmann begins with the operative 
image of a scale to help his young readers picture the grammatical com-
parative:

The two loaded dishes of a scale:                     A football   a pea

the balance beam with numbers and pointer:    is bigger than

He goes on to explain that the difference between grammar and a scale 
is that the scale compares discrete masses whereas the grammatical sen-
tence is not so physically constrained. “‘A football is bigger than crooked’ 
is a grammatically correct, but fully nonsensical sentence. [. . .] Our sen-
tence proposes a comparison between the dimensions of a concrete thing 
and something that in principle is without dimension, and that lends the 
sentence a nonsense character, and this nonsense makes us happy.”65 This 
scale—or truly both of them, the operational and the nonsensical—is what 
the august scale of socialist justice has become by the 1970s, in which the 
pointer seems, by its very essence, to want to indicate a number, a direc-
tion, a sense, but finds itself indicating that “there are many who don’t 
speak when they should be quiet and others who don’t ask when they have 
answered”—as the absent-minded professor Johann Galletti, whom Füh-
mann happily quotes, presciently pointed out about the GDR in 1788.66

	 The two scales Fühmann asks us to imagine are indexes of his real social-
ism; they present the evidence—to use the relevant juridical notion—that 
compels even blind justice to her existential judgment of the system. Just as 
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there are two instruments, I want to distinguish two very different sorts of 
evidence at stake in Fühmann’s writing; two contrary ways, that is, in which 
the writing serves as an index for socialism. On the one hand, to cite Georg 
Klaus again, there is the cybernetic notion that “evidence is proof through 
maximally successful practice.”67 When practice stops referring to recogniz-
able criteria of optimization—when it seems arbitrary with respect to its 
goals—this kind of functional evidence is lost. That Fühmann remains loyal 
to slogans that have lost their self-evidence becomes his most radical act of 
insubordination, demonstrating them in their effective suspension. With 
Klaus’s pragmatic criteria no longer anyplace in evidence, another concep-
tion of evidence imposes itself, one that draws on poetry in contrast to social 
steering to illuminate the relationship of Fühmann’s writing to socialism. I 
am thinking of Martin Heidegger’s emphatic turn against the sort of cyber-
netic reasoning epitomized by Klaus, which leads him to a distinct concep-
tion of evidence of human being. In “The End of Philosophy and the Task 
of Thinking,” Heidegger writes that “no prophecy is necessary to recognize 
that the sciences now establishing themselves will soon be determined and 
steered by the new fundamental science which is called cybernetics. This 
science corresponds to the determination of man as an acting social being. 
For it is the theory of the steering of the possible planning and arrange-
ment of human labor. Cybernetics transforms language into an exchange 
of news. The arts become regulated-regulating instruments of informa-
tion.”68 Heidegger foresees a development, not unlike that rosily predicted 
for socialism by Klaus, in which law becomes a signal system directing in-
dividuals toward the activation of functional procedures, just as in Hart’s 
“externalist” description of law. Against this cybernetic “determination of 
man,” Heidegger defines an index of the human in specifically poetic terms, 
terms that elucidate both the evidentiary force and the legal problem of 
Fühmann’s nonsense. According to Heidegger, evidence is “that which in 
itself and of itself radiates and brings itself to light.” It is “the perspective of 
homoiosis and adaequatio, that is, the perspective of adequation in the sense 
of the correspondence of representing with what is present.”69

	 Heidegger’s conception of “correspondence” imparts a particular mean-
ing to Fühmann’s claim that “we who write letters to each other are what 
is in between” the two motionless zeros at either end of Parmenides’ equa-
tion of Being. The articulation, the multiplicity, and the specificity of ad-
dress allow letters to demonstrate the ontological fullness of corresponding 
with what is present, with what comes between Being’s null points: letters 
call forth their proper audiences in the reciprocal recognition characteris-
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tic of epistolary exchange. Correspondence corresponds to an openness in 
events, which “grants to giving and receiving and to any evidence at all the 
free space in which they can remain and must move.”70 In his voluminous 
correspondence, which becomes more differentiated, direct, and intense as 
real socialism falters as his transcendental interlocutor, Fühmann does not 
conceive himself as writing to a universal public in the enlightenment sense 
of Kant or even Habermas’s “public sphere.” Rather, his two alternate cor-
respondents are “the functionary,” a blank singular with whom he stands in 
an attempted relationship of reciprocal “steering”; and “dysfunctionaries,” a 
multiplicity of people who listen and respond, directly and intensely, when 
and where the signal system has collapsed into the meaningless iteration of 
slogans without reference.
	 In a May 1979 letter to the highest state functionary, Erich Honecker, 
protesting the punishment of Stefan Heym, Fühmann writes that he has 
“fears [. . .] that the measures against Stefan Heym go beyond a juridical 
framework and a framework of literary criticism to target the emergence of 
a literature that does not emanate from political-ideological utility or dis-
advantage, but from the undivided experience of the people of the German 
Democratic Republic.”71 At the same time as Fühmann dutifully writes to 
influence state measures in the direction of popular sovereignty, the Stasi is 
pursuing the operative case (Operativer Vorgang) against Fühmann that it 
initiated in February 1977: “[T]he handling of this case is carried out with 
the goal of verifying anti-state agitation in accordance with § 106 (1), nos. 
2 and 3 of the penal code.”72 Five years after Fühmann’s death when his op-
erative case is finally shut down in April 1989, the responsible officer boasts 
about the operation’s successes:

as a result of this handling it has been conclusively (beweiskräftig) proved that 
Fühmann [. . .] strove for an open dialogue with the party and government 
about questions of power as well as the freedom and humanity of socialism. 
[. . .] Through isolation and neutralization measures (Differenzierungs- und Zer-
setzungsmaßnahmen) coordinated with the party and state apparatus, Fühmann 
was shown the limits to which his activity would be tolerated and was constantly 
disciplined and repeatedly prompted to socially appropriate behavior.73

	 The Stasi’s assessment that it successfully steered Fühmann is as off the 
mark as Fühmann’s “misguided belief that a dialogue with the apparatus 
was possible”74—it instantiates, rather, a characteristic GDR situation of 
mutual nonsteering. “Skewed lines [windschiefe Gerade] in intellectual space 
are experienced in every part of daily life,” Fühmann instructs the children 
reading Steaming Necks, “as when one says: ‘they are talking at cross-pur-
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poses.’”75 What such lines spoken in nonintersecting planes do accomplish, 
however, is to keep the moment, the nonchronological duration, of emer-
gence/emergency in aesthetic suspension, with a simultaneous feeling of 
laughter and dread.
	 In this suspension, Fühmann’s other correspondence, the one with the 
dysfunctionaries of the GDR, takes on primary evidentiary significance for 
the socialist experience. As opposed to the constant progress of chronos in 
the Stasi’s imagined temporality of socialist emergence, the dysfunctional 
correspondence marks the kairos, the right moment, of the operative case’s 
permanent emergency. “The good god of writers,” Fühmann writes Wolf in 
1978, “will see to it that we find each other when we need each other. The 
most important thing is to be there at the right time.”76 Struck by reading 
Nietzsche’s Untimely Meditations in 1979, Fühmann remarks to Wolf that 
“after some new publication, N. once said that the main thing is that the 
book find the twenty people for whom it matters, everything else is sec-
ondary, and that’s really the case. We need each other, and probably it’s the 
sense of this unholy epoch that it moves us toward one another.”77

	 If evidence, as Heidegger maintains, shines through correspondence, 
then it is only in this latter correspondence that the correspondence actually 
corresponds—that is, it is in the correspondence addressed to the commu-
nity of uncomfortable, even disturbed or outraged poets that some com-
mon law, some unity of socialist being radiates as present, as self-evident. 
This evidence, however, is not simply evidence of poetic revelation—an 
apocalypse in language—but it is also evidence in a juridical sense. In par-
ticular, the GDR state apparatus holds it to be evidence of “hostile-negative 
group formation,” an act punishable according to §107 of the revised GDR 
penal code with a sentence more severe than that provided for under §106. 
A political conception like Carl Schmitt’s in which the cohesive group takes 
on central significance—as friend or enemy, as source of the ultimate deci-
sion on the norm—returns here to define an undetermined conflict. And 
it is the status eventually accorded to the emerging group, the Notgemein-
schaft (emergency association) that Fühmann discovers among the poets to 
whom he is drawn, that answers the question Fühmann so pointedly asks 
Wolf: “What is revolutionary in this society?”
	 Of the 3,644 existing pages of Stasi documentation on Fühmann (nine 
of twenty files were destroyed in 1989), the bulk of them are devoted to 
an “Anthology of Young Poets of the GDR” that Fühmann attempted to 
have assembled for the Academy of Arts at the end of 1981.78 As politically 
harmless—in fact, one is tempted to say as proverbially harmless—as an 
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anthology of poetry would seem to be, Fühmann’s anthology, which drew 
together thirty poets born after 1940, set in motion the criminalization of 
much of the last generation of GDR poets under the rubric of §107.79 Füh-
mann objects to rebukes of his “dissident collection,” emphasizing that the 
group he drew together is not based on any political conception; rather, 
the collection seeks only to give the Academy of Arts “perspective on the 
factually existent forces of the generation.”80 Facts and evidence, not norms 
and slogans. It consists of texts “that articulated discontent with the state 
of society, that evidenced criticism, displeasure even disgruntlement, that 
raised embarrassing questions, confirmed unpleasantness, were averse to 
idylls, complacency and wishful thinking, in short, texts that accomplished 
what, by its very essence, the function of literature also is, not exclusively, 
but at least also is.”81 A Stasi report dated September 25, 1981, gives a con-
cise and contrary assessment of what the collection is evidence of: it “is 
characterized by an aggressive, counterrevolutionary position vis-à-vis real 
socialism and its organs.”82 “Fühmann’s intentions,” moreover, “are to di-
rect official instances to the ‘injustice’ of the Ministry of Culture and the 
Writers’ Union that literary ‘talent’ has no possibilities for development in 
the GDR,” notes another report dated October 6, 1981.83

	 Whenever Fühmann speaks of groupings within the GDR, he speaks of 
aesthetic formations whose indicative force is embodied in the fact of expe-
rience, not political programs. He tells the poet Margarete Hannsmann in 
1980 that “the writers who went to and remained in the Soviet occupation 
zone, the later GDR, were all people innately unified by a specific politi-
cal, social and even poetic program.”84 Born into a unity, Fühmann did not 
grow into a unity, but, unable to put doctrine before poetry, his continued 
presence in the GDR split the camp that made him who he was. Where 
others in the camp underwent the same division, “differentiations devel-
oped that clearly divided the unified group into groupings that perhaps 
were already laid down at the outset.” Fühmann could only conceive his an-
thology in terms of the new correspondences miraculously forming among 
the next generation, the inevitable groupings that occasioned no righteous 
enmity—that is, that were not conceived of as groups along the relentless 
lines of §107—but a poetics of errant becoming like his Primal Words. “I 
never regarded Biermann as my enemy,” he argues shortly before his death 
at an Academy of Arts meeting about the anthology. “He is an expression 
of the contradictions that exist in this society and that’s just how we happen 
to be organized.”85 In the same way, but with distinct aesthetics, the young 
poets in the anthology
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do not form a group; the problematic of their works grows out of our life, the 
torturing and calming aspects of their questions stem from there, from reality, 
not from some kind of ill will, and it is this, the torturing, which cannot be 
eliminated from the world by literary-political restrictions, but only by changing 
social life, which is the indispensable contribution of this anthology. The com-
mon denominator of those represented in the anthology is thus their existence 
in the GDR, their experience, their talent, and their lacking opportunity to pub-
lish, and for these reasons they are drawn together in this anthology.86

	 In the face of the anthology’s repression and the criminalization of many 
of its contributors, Fühmann is drawn to recognize the absurd complemen-
tary of socialist becoming and the becoming of individual socialists—the 
unity of this dual becoming, consisting of socialist institutional rationales 
on the one side and unsteerable socialist experiences on the other, is a unity 
only in the sense of a mutual incoherence, a joint unbecoming. There is 
no Aristotelian entelechy realizing its immanent organic telos; rather, there 
is an emerging situation whose off-kilter elements bear no relationship to 
the system responsible for their articulation. There is no unified scale to 
measure apples and oranges, no sense to fold them into an understand-
able account of fruit or round things or things people eat. The situation 
resembles the absurd list in Borges’s “Chinese encyclopedia,” about which 
Foucault famously commented that its monstrosity consists “in the fact that 
the common ground on which such meetings are possible has itself been 
destroyed. What is impossible is not the propinquity of the things listed, 
but the very site on which their propinquity would be possible”87—there 
are only straight lines pointing askew. Fühmann is long past expecting any 
contributor to his anthology to be following the straight and narrow in 
the sense of criminal law. “I plead, I implore you, esteemed President of 
the Supreme Court,” Fühmann writes to the GDR’s highest legal instance 
on behalf of an anthology author, Dieter Schulze, whose jail term for “en-
dangering public order through asocial behavior” (§249) has just been ex-
tended for parole violation, “to believe me that it is impossible to guide 
Dieter Schulze to a life outside his poetry in the sense of the court verdict, 
and thus, as stated in the court opinion, ‘to educate the accused with penal 
means and direct him to his duties.’ It isn’t possible, because the extraordi-
nary—and indeed in the sense of what’s ‘normal’—abnormal personality of 
the poet is contrary to all such measures.”88

	 The predominance of the abnormal over the normal in the groups to 
which Fühmann is drawn represents a condition that cannot be subject to 
the law, even the law of coherent groups—it is, on the contrary, evidence 
of law’s inability to impute lawful intention to the socialist subject. Füh-
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mann’s “group formation” is not hostile-negative activity, activity accord-
ing to some recognizable law of its own—even a principled liberal law in 
the sense of civil disobedience—but is the poetic manifestation of a general 
inability to assign legal responsibility to socialist protagonists (§15—Zu-
rechnungsunfähigkeit or insanity). Not surprisingly, one of Fühmann’s last 
and most impassioned projects was a pair of collaborations on young peo-
ple with severe mental disabilities, Was für eine Insel in was für einem Meer 
(What Kind of Island in What Kind of Sea) with the photographer Dietmar 
Reimann, and Der Engel der Geschichte Nr. 25: Der Engel der Behinderten 
(The Angel of History No. 25: The Angel of the Disabled) with the graphic art-
ist HAP Grieshaber. In The Angel of the Disabled, Fühmann comments on 
both Grieshaber’s woodcuts and the young people experiencing them at an 
exhibit in the Fürstenwalde Samaritan Asylum. A woodcut called simply 
Cripple elicits a double recognition on the part of a young disabled man 
and Fühmann himself.
	 Fühmann’s commentary:

Willi, who until then hasn’t been able to finish a single sentence, tells a whole 
story in front of the picture of the Cripple. [. . .] “Hhhhhhhhe wa-wa-wa-was 

Fig. 5. HAP Grieshaber, 
Cripple, from the cycle 
Basel Dance of Death, 1966. 
© 2010 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York/ 
VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.
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i-i-in the war, a-a-and lo-lo-lo-lo-lo-lo-lost hi-hi-hi-his leg, a-a-a-a-a-a-and de-
de-de-de- and death says: i-i-i-i” (a great effort by Willi, who’s trembling, long 
pauses between the syllables, complete silence all around) “i-i-i-i-i-i-if you w-
w-w-w-w-were there then you were also a so-so-so-soldier a-a-a-a-a-a-and then 
de-de-death s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-s-says: are you coming?—A-a-a-a-and he s-s-s-s-s-says 
no! And I’m not coming!!”

Severely disabled, Willi knows how fiercely the one-legged man clings to 
life. The cripple, a soldier in a crippled forest standing already at the Golgatha 
[Schädelstätte] of a mass grave, carries on his breast a strange tablet that has to 
be labeled, and the one who will inscribe it is none other than the person sud-
denly standing wordlessly beside him. The cripple has seen the hanged men in 
the trees and balconies, with cardboard signs on their breasts on which the ex-
ecutioners have written why they imagined they had the right to kill: saboteur or 
cowardice in the face of the enemy or Jew.89

Here, standing at the heart of Fühmann’s abnormal emergency community, 
as its messenger, is a cripple bearing a placard intended for the slogan that 
will proclaim the ultimate sense of its members’ activity. But the placard has 
not been inscribed—it remains vacant. There is no rallying cry in sight, for 
or against the group. Of course, it is Fühmann’s own postcard from May 
1980 haunting the blank placard in the crippled forest, hinting to readers 
and correspondents what might be written there—suggesting the possibili-
ties corresponding to his card’s front and back. On its back, the postcard 
proposes a catastrophic present, a turning point in socialism recapitulating 
both the 1945 fascist capitulation among mass graves and Stalin’s lager’ voy-
ennoplennych. One imagines the cripple’s placard either scrawled with the 
verdict “I WAS A WAR CRIMINAL” or fit with a larger-than-life portrait 
of a smiling Stalin. On the front of the postcard, meanwhile, the banner 
emblazoned with the first cultural norm of socialist emergence suggests the 
cripple’s other verdict: “No real socialism thinkable without culture and 
art!” In this inscription, however, the complacent norm is reconfigured 
into the hostile threat to which the sovereign state must respond, and the 
optimistic slogan now supplies the reason why the state imagines it has the 
right to kill.
	 But the most excruciating evidence being weighed in Fühmann’s scales 
is the simple fact that the placard remains blank, marking the impossibil-
ity of either possible inscription to pronounce the final verdict on social-
ist emergence/emergency. The placard remains forcefully blank, a last piece 
of nonsense suspended “over the place of the skull.” In the end, not an 
artwork, but a pragmatic, quasi-legal 1982 Stasi report on a briefing with 
the secretary of the Ministry of Culture, Kurt Löffler, crisply formulates 
the sentence that Fühmann, with his passionate institutional commitment 
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to socialism—nonsense and all—could not pronounce: “Fühmann is in-
creasingly adopting the behavior of a mentally disabled person,” the report 
notes. “Fühmann feels himself drawn to people who are already undergo-
ing psychiatric treatment. [. . .] Comrade Löffler calculates that sooner or 
later committing Fühmann to an institution will become unavoidable and 
a political appreciation of that by hostile forces is to be expected.”90



chapter eight

Plans, Leaps, Heaps:  
The Measure of the Human

There is no cybernetic system so constituted that 
it can in its totality represent both socialism and 
capitalism.

—Georg Klaus, “Cybernetics and  
Ideological Class War”1

By no boundary
Separated
We cry out to each other
The slogan:
THE GREAT PLAN WILL BE ACHIEVED

—Johannes R. Becher, The Great Plan2

1.	 system and sovereignty

	 The cybernetic philosopher Georg Klaus (1912–74), whose functional 
conceptualization of law and norms I discussed in the previous chapter, is 
not a figure whose legacy is much celebrated since the end of the Cold War. 
A communist from the age of seventeen, he was promptly arrested when 
the Nazis came to power for organizing resistance in upper Bavaria, spend-
ing five years from 1933 to 1939 as a political prisoner, three of them in the 
Dachau concentration camp (where he mastered mental chess, later becom-
ing a top-ranked international champion). Amnestied on Hitler’s birthday, 
he was subsequently drafted into the Wehrmacht and served on the Eastern 
Front until being wounded; engaged again on the Western Front, he was 
taken prisoner in Belgium at the end of the war. Moving to the Eastern 
zone after his release to organize for the party and study logic, he cospon-
sored the 1951 Jena Logic Conference, notably defending the goal of “math-
ematizing dialectical logic”—a goal met with a mixture of lack of interest 
and dismissal at the time.3 A decade later, when the Wall went up, his work 
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on cybernetic theory deeply influenced the economic reforms of the1960s.4 
As director of the Philosophical Institute at Humboldt University, he as-
sumed the mantle of most influential East German philosopher previously 
held by Ernst Bloch, who—discredited for “theology,” “mysticism,” and 
“existentialism” in the aftermath of the Hungarian uprising5—fled the 
GDR in 1961. The switch in temper from the messianic Bloch to Klaus, the 
proponent of mathematical logic and operations research, itself tells a story 
about the fluctuation in socialist self-understanding between pathetic class-
struggle and optimistic pragmatism. The ascendancy of functionalist sys-
tems theory in the heady days of the GDR’s second founding after the con-
struction of the Wall was hardly enduring, however, since functionalism’s 
fortunes are so closely related to the successful functioning it promises. Its 
test, in Karl Popper’s sense of setting up falsifiable claims, is more sharply 
defined than that faced by either Marxist orthodoxy or ecstatic Blochian 
heterodoxy. Klaus’s star thus hitched to the failed New Economic System 
(NÖS) of the 1960s, his obscurity today contrasts with the star of Bloch’s 
secular theology, arisen again in the night of real socialism.
	 As radical as was Klaus’s introduction of mathematical logic into the self-
conscious precincts of Hegelian dialectics, and as unheard-of his broaching 
heretical thought by the likes of Carnap, Quine, and Norbert Wiener, his 
immanence in the practical organization of socialism consigns him to the 
same negligibility that has befallen socialist planned economies generally af-
ter the Cold War. The GDR, after all, failed on potent scales of modernity: 
it did not create a lasting state based on popular legitimation, it did not ac-
cumulate enough material wealth to challenge the liberal market model of 
development, and it did not reveal desirable new standards for the quality 
of life. “When standards are chosen to assess the quality of life of people in 
different parts of the world,” caution Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen, 
“one has to ask whose views as to the criteria should be decisive. Should 
we . . . look to the local traditions of the country . . . or should we, instead, 
seek some more universal account of good human living . . . ?”6 Regarded 
locally or universally, the GDR experience offers little by way of new stan-
dards, hence the broad judgment on its failure, and the oblivion to which a 
versatile thinker like Klaus is assigned.7

	 Momentarily setting aside the question of new socialist standards for the 
quality of life, I want to consider how Klaus’s systems theory circles around 
a stubborn gap in the very criteria of modernity that in fact decided (on) 
the outcome of the Cold War and now seem so self-evident. These are such 
familiar criteria as openness, pluralism, experimentalism, and incremental-
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ism, the same criteria warily celebrated by Max Weber as constitutive of the 
disenchanted modern worldview and emphatically celebrated by Karl Pop-
per as the bulwark of the open society.8 The cybernetic episode of real social-
ism—stretching back to the “socialist economic calculation” debates of the 
1920s and 1930s (Neurath, von Mises, Lange, Hayek) and forward to Salva-
dor Allende’s Cybersin telex system in Chile in the early 1970s9—helps us see 
that the criteria that were efficient causes in determining the Cold War out-
come have to be distinguished from the criteria by which that outcome was 
subsequently judged as valid or just, and that those latter teleological criteria 
cannot comprehend and supersede the functionalist distinctions relevant to 
the former. Whether or not the GDR’s standards for building and assess-
ing a modern quality of life fit Nussbaum’s and Sen’s view of universality, 
they were on the face of it congruent with the standards of the West; what 
was different was the social complex whose function was to maximize over 
those recognizable standards. Simultaneously with some of real socialism’s 
most pathetic invocations of human solidarity—ostensibly better suited to 
revolutionary urgency than post-revolutionary construction—came an un-
easy overlaying of affective with functional standards, whereby the essence 
of “socialist construction” came to be located increasingly in a technical in-
frastructure rather than in a rallying for justice.
	 After the Berlin Wall went up and before the Prague Spring was beaten 
down, socialism enjoyed a strained, but marked interval of design creativ-
ity, in which the great historical left-right distinction seemed to turn on 
empirical questions about organizing political economy, rather than value 
questions per se. Values like liberty, equality, and solidarity were, even if 
only in a sloganeering sense, the professed goals of both East and West; the 
left-right political question instead concerned the empirical frameworks for 
instantiating and maximizing them. What made the Cold War nonetheless 
so passionate in this period, fueling both its hopeless creativity and schem-
ing violence, was the sense that the qualitative rupture bisecting modernity 
into “first” and “second” worlds took place at the level of operative total-
ity. Whatever the diversity and plurality, continuity and incrementality that 
one may have imputed to one’s preferred system, the difference between 
the two worlds was characterized by an unbridgeable gap, one that each 
system presupposed with a force rivaled only by that with which it denied 
the same gap any place inside its own precincts. The challenge socialist mo-
dernity posed—and still poses as a legacy—is not the challenge of alternate 
criteria per se, but of understanding how roughly the same criteria could 
refer to two distinct systems of modernity and to the qualitative difference 
between those systems.10
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	 In a manner suggestive for the way I am addressing the problem, Walter 
Benjamin once asked whether, after translating from one language into an-
other, a translator could ever hope to find a third language into which the 
difference between the two translations could itself be translated.11 When 
compared with the deliberateness of translation, the beautiful elusiveness of 
the difference it makes is surprising and mysterious, belonging to neither 
the one language nor the other. Likewise Klaus and Fühmann, responsive 
to the measurable presentation of daily life in East Germany, are nonethe-
less driven to consider the possibility of apprehending an underlying quali-
tative distinction between their system and that of the West, a distinction 
embracing both a present actuality and an inherent potential for the future. 
The Aristotelian notion for present actuality, energeia (being-for-itself), as 
we saw in the last chapter, receives a twist in the hands of Heidegger, who 
suggests that it be understood not as an empirical fact, a datum given by 
technical means, but as a kind of self-evidence, anterior to judgment and 
available only on the basis of a withdrawal of selfhood into a pure deixis 
of being. Potential—what Aristotle called dynamis (being-in-itself)—is for 
Heidegger an existential tendency, a bringing-forth that is not obscured by 
present actuality, but comes into view with the fateful event that ultimately 
is enargeia or evidentia, the vivid clarity of the thing itself. As impeccably 
modern as Klaus’s and Fühmann’s sensibilities are, their attention as social-
ists is irresistibly drawn to this sort of miraculous evidentia when modern 
forbearance will have paid off as something wholly unprecedented. “In the 
evolution of matter,” argues Klaus against the “neo-positivists,” “there are 
dialectical leaps so characterized that beyond the leap new regularities [Ge-
setzmäßigkeiten] emerge.”12 To allude again to the vacillating fortunes of 
Klaus and Bloch, it seems that as impassive as the operationalist idiom is, it 
stakes its vast calm on a quasi-theological moment of uncertain temporality 
in which the interlocking feedback loops of the socialist plan are disclosed 
as providence, and quantitative flux suddenly appears ex nihilo as qualita-
tive transformation.
	 The problem of whether universal regulative criteria can ever do justice 
to an all-important quality of difference, a basic intellectual challenge of 
planned societies, already emerges in a simple and powerful formulation 
in Plato’s Protagoras.13 Inquiring into the possibility of living a consistent, 
holistic good life—a well-ordered life, where well-ordering implies the 
commensurable ranking and coordination of priorities14—Socrates poses 
the paradox known as akrasia: if I am offered a choice between two goods, 
where one is apparently greater than the other, would I not always choose 
the greater good? Yet one easily imagines cases where I choose against 
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my better judgment, picking for example one wine over another of supe-
rior vintage since I like the way it happens to reflect the evening; in other 
words, I am drawn to some qualia of the light, a particular way that it 
seems to me. Plato resolves the paradox by explaining my weakness, or 
akrasia, as plain ignorance, because the light, an accidental, incommensu-
rable quality, has distracted me from ranking my priorities with respect to 
a disciplined discernment of the greater and lesser good of comparable val-
ues.15 A science of measurement (metretike techne) would allow people to 
make reasonable, far-sighted choices consistently in their own and society’s 
best interests by bringing all possible choices into relation with each other 
on a common yardstick and thus allowing for a rational ethical decision 
over the whole.16

	 One consequence for socialism of this classical solution might be readily 
apparent. In a state organized around a planned economy, a science of mea-
surement by which individual desires are rationally and ethically coordi-
nated would surely give planners an edge over nonscientifically organized 
capitalist competition on the basis of market prices. The plan, in this sense, 
would be a complete, providential metric, obviating any unintentional or 
naive akrasia, whereas unplanned capitalism would be short-sighted and 
impulsive, based on the exploitation of weakness and desire. The problem 
of weakness could thus be rephrased. From pertaining to one bad choice 
in the Platonic formulation, it could now be seen as arising from two en-
compassing metrics, price and plan, where one entire metric is revealed as 
weaker than the other.
	 The version of the problem that concerns us here, however, takes an-
other direction—in fact, just the opposite direction. It focuses on the ex-
istential question of whether a purely qualitative plan is possible and if so, 
what difference it makes. That is what is so knotty about the problem: pre-
sumably it makes all the difference in the world, since difference is precisely 
that quality which is outside any given metric. Unmediated quality is, in 
Plato’s sense, weakness itself. The socialist paradox thus becomes building 
a metric on that which falls outside of metrics. A series of questions helps 
suggest the puzzles involved with the very idea of a qualitative plan. If 
there is a commensurability of values across modernity, in East as in West, 
socialism as in capitalism, is there room for a qualitative difference between 
the two systems, and how would one recognize or describe that quality in 
the standardized terms of commensurability? Moreover, is the desire for 
that quality—for a qualitative experience outside the proportions of mea-
sure—merely submission to weakness per se, a deep, one might say diaboli-
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cal, desire for abjection in the face of order? On the other hand, if the first 
premise does not hold and there is in fact no common yardstick supplied 
by modernity, then are there any rational means for each system to establish 
its own qualitatively unique measure and prosper in solipsistic autarchy? 
Finally, if each system does somehow foster its own valid measure, is there 
ever any reasonable way to choose among systems, or, because the choice 
is undecidable a priori (a metric is a metric) is the multiplicity of systems 
simply evidence of irreducible sovereignty and force?
	 Highlighting the tension between sovereignty and system, this last ques-
tion helps clarify how the idea of choice central to the akrasia paradox, 
when it is considered in a social context, is related to technical economic 
problems. Market economies are, in classical theory, frameworks for indi-
vidual rational choice—the very precondition for the emergence of the en-
kratic (self-controlled) modern subject capable of rationally saving, invest-
ing, and consuming according to the self-generated information conveyed 
by prices with no need for lord or master.17 Socialism, however, claims to 
expose money and markets as anything but the transparent frameworks, 
the pure metretike techne, they are said to be. Rather, money mediates a 
system that favors capital accumulation over communal good—money be-
comes a cynical end in itself, rather than a means to human welfare. So-
cialism aspires to institute the plan (that is, conscious cooperation) as this 
more essential (that is, enkratic) means. But how, on a concrete, technical 
level, would this collective intention go about reaching its decisions—what 
are the plan’s all-sided criteria for maximizing the common good without 
concession to the momentary, partial, or capricious? The issue can be put 
neatly with reference to the economic calculation debate mentioned above 
(and discussed in Chapter 2) that presaged socialism’s concern with cyber-
netics. If a firm, whether in capitalism or socialism, whether run by a ra-
pacious industrialist or an anarchist collective, wants to make a decision 
about buying new equipment, introducing an innovative process or prod-
uct, increasing or decreasing output—how is it going to decide what to do? 
What useful information does it have at its disposal? And if information, at 
least in the technical sense, is deemed irrelevant to deeper considerations of 
welfare and collective identity, then how does one know on the public level 
whether one has made the right decision—that is, in default (willing or 
unwilling) of quantitative metrics, how does one go about assessing one’s 
qualitative opportunities?18

	 The question is so tricky because it concerns not just the balance of ma-
terials but also their relationship to, and especially their desirability for, real 
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people. For example, if we equate bricks and rubies in terms of weight (1 
gram of ruby = 1 gram of brick), while we thus relate two kinds of things, 
we do not realistically relate them to us and our desires. There is a techni-
cal calculus, but no hedonistic one. For economy to be a social system, 
however, then whatever metric we arrive at, quantitative or qualitative, it 
has to relate not just things to things, but things to people, and people 
to people. A sovereign decision on bricks and rubies, by an autonomous 
board, accompanied by great pathos of solidarity (workers don’t need ru-
bies!), might guide a firm through one juncture or another; it might even 
plastically shape the desires of those subject to it, and in that broader (per-
haps Foucauldian) sense be a “rational” decision.19 But what happens as the 
firm’s inputs dwindle because other firms’ autarchic decisions bear no cross-
reference to the first firm’s needs? A system for comparison and relation is 
required, and if it is not one given by quantitative measures like money and 
prices, then it must be one given by qualitative measures, by some sort of 
authentic natural kind. Of such natural kinship, allowing different things 
to be compared as innately similar, Quine observes that “we cannot easily 
imagine a more familiar or fundamental notion than this, or a notion more 
ubiquitous in its applications. On this score it is like the notions of logic: 
like identity, negation, alternation, and the rest. And yet, strangely, there 
is something logically repugnant about it. For we are baffled when we try 
to relate the general notion of similarity significantly to logical terms.”20 
As those who have tried to imagine modern economies based on in-kind 
exchange discovered, from Otto Neurath in his path-breaking World War 
I–era studies on “natural economics” to socialism’s later material balance 
theorists, the intuitive similarity that allows us spontaneously to compare 
like kinds with like kinds proves stubbornly elusive to logical formula-
tion.21 An ineradicable vagueness seems to adhere to such comparisons that 
makes wide systemic coordination all but impossible, compelling us to ask 
whether such a natural metric, intimate with the energeia of things and yet 
able at the same time to order the affairs of people, exists at all. In other 
words, and this is the crucial question, is it possible to invert the akrasia 
paradox, such that yielding to pure qualitative temptation, pure relation 
of kind, is always the superior path to calculating our systemic advantages? 
What a world of pure sensuous abandon that would be! Were such an 
(anti)metric discovered, providing all the innovation and coordination, ex-
penditure and release that quantification provides, would we recognize its 
advent, given that its order would be so unimaginably different from our 
own?



	 Plans, Leaps, Heaps 227

	 The emphasis on fundamentally distinct orders—plans versus markets, 
logic versus similarity—is crucial here, because it suggests that a consen-
sus around rational, open, experimental (that is, modern) categories is not 
enough to ensure peaceful transitions between systems and rational com-
munication about rival measures. Rather, material or qualitative differences 
persist as dynamic disequilibria that always threaten force, without neces-
sarily entailing its cataclysmic application. The once-parallel modernity of 
real socialism, it is clear, did not succeed in setting new qualitative criteria 
by which it could operate as a system among others, with autarchy, com-
plexity, and the potential to reproduce itself and its own way of seeing and 
parsing the world. Haunted by the insufficiency of its difference from the 
West, intensifying its boundary performances as the boundary became ever 
less attached to the system, real socialism nonetheless has the enduring 
merit of attesting to the nonuniqueness of modernity. It raises, in a rational 
idiom, deep problems about organizing society that are compelling, but 
perennially invisible, to our own. Furthermore, since the end of the Cold 
War, the issue of qualitative discontinuities between systems has refused to 
disappear in a liberal narrative of the end of history and perpetual peace.22 
As the problem of qualitative difference has re-emerged in another set of 
conflictual social relations, discourses of rational commensurability—con-
cerning, for example, technology-driven globalization, representative de-
mocracy, or international law—have been shaken by those of executive sov-
ereignty and military force.
	 The nonuniqueness of modernity is a basic paradox for a technical-ratio-
nal thought, hence the peculiar anguish of socialism’s double vision of itself 
in its difference from the West. For if modernity is equal to its own descrip-
tion as open and experimental, then it is a superlative of social evolution, 
without any weakness, and the superlative is always a definite singular. Ac-
cording to Popper, the Cold War’s most eminent theoretician of science 
and society, modernity’s openness is epitomized by its restless falsification 
of all its provisional truth claims, leaving only the best standing. Moder-
nity in the rational, progressivist account drops what fails and selects what 
succeeds, describing the latest and best we have: the optimum, if not the 
optimum optimorum, for the world. If socialism was also a rational moder-
nity whose metretike techne excluded weakness, then it was somehow once 
contemporaneous with the present singular modernity from which we sur-
vey our globe today; it was, then, also once a superlative of time and space, 
the latest and the most forward. Not an “insimultaneity of time” in Ernst 
Bloch’s famous formulation for the imbrication of old and new worlds, 
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but precisely a “simultaneity,” simultaneous and sharply distinct.23 It then 
bears asking how a position—an x, y, z at time t—that claims for itself the 
singularity of the most advanced and fitting could have been shared by an 
x', y',  z' that makes the same legitimating claim?
	 Lest I be taken as appealing to too narrow and rationalist a definition 
of modernity in defining its singular, progressive path, even so epochal a 
critic of logical positivism and scientific reductionism as Edmund Husserl 
argued that “to be human at all is essentially to be a human being in a so-
cially and generatively united civilization; and if man is a rational being, 
it is only insofar as his whole civilization is a rational civilization [. . .].” 
European modernity must bear within it, according to Husserl, “an abso-
lute idea, rather than being merely an empirical anthropological type like 
‘China’ or ‘India,’”24 or, I might add, like the East or West bloc. Can two 
or more proper modernities then be thinkable, coordinated within by the 
same rational values, but separated from each other by a gap that cannot 
be described, let alone forded, in accordance with those values? Are there 
questions that socialism—that is, modernity prime—asks of itself that are as 
universal as they are untranslatable into the circumstances, if not the idiom, 
of our most contemporaneous present? Can this briefly multiplied moder-
nity—the existential possibility of a radically different way of answering 
our same urgent questions—ever be resolved back into a single immanent 
process, into a single open community of reason and transparency, or does 
modernity prime always haunt our progress as an invisible road not taken?

2.	cybernetic mathematization 
and qualitative leaps

	 “All modern states plan,” notes the historian Peter Caldwell, but “specific 
to state socialism was the quasi-metaphysical status of ‘the plan,’ a symbol 
around which the entire political and economic structure of that world was 
built. [. . .] It had a metaphysical status in the sense that within the plan-
ning regime the notion of the plan itself was immune to empirical criti-
cism.”25 If, as I noted in the previous chapter, the law figures as the reigning 
spirit of the bourgeois revolution, then in socialism the plan assumes law’s 
pride of place as the ultimate horizon of socialist self-understanding. At 
real socialism’s dawn Neurath had already argued that “we can show that 
love, harmony, devotion to the suprapersonal do not merely find shelter 
somewhere in socialism, but are furthered by its organizational form and 
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even develop most closely together with the economic plan and calculation 
in kind which we otherwise know only as cold institutions.”26

	 In the GDR, however, this supreme institution of socialism was denied 
its own clearly delineated operational field by the porous and contested 
border with the West. If the system could reasonably be expected to pro-
duce its own border as a seamless extension of itself, it still required suffi-
cient environmental stability to take proper hold. In 1961 at a crucial turn-
ing point for an industrial world already divided into two hostile Cold War 
blocs, East German party chief Walter Ulbricht commanded the erection of 
the Berlin Wall. It was a boundary performance only questionably related 
to system performance, but it seemed to be what was needed. With this 
sharp demarcation of East and West German sovereignty, Ulbricht’s Polit-
buro was convinced that East Germany at last had the breathing room nec-
essary to build socialism, and proceeded to encourage a reformist spirit to 
experiment with organizations capable of maximizing the GDR’s potential 
for innovation.27 In 1963 the Council of Ministers announced “Guidelines 
for the New Economic System of Planning and Managing the People’s 
Economy” (NÖS). Over the next seven years, until Ulbricht was deposed 
by Honecker in 1971, state organs repeated that “the basic task that our 
Party, the GDR working class, and its allied classes must solve today is 
mastering the socialist economy and the scientific-technical revolution.”28 
Associated with this revolution was not just the development of new en-
gineering cadre, technological processes, and industrial machinery, but the 
scientific organization of production, exchange, administration, education, 
and politics in socialist society—in short, the very idea of planning could be 
and had to be thought anew.
	 The task of coordinating society on a new basis ultimately fell to the 
emerging information science of cybernetics to solve. Politburo economic 
chief Günter Mittag reiterated how “Comrade Ulbricht emphasized at the 
7th Party Congress the fundamental importance of cybernetics for the devel-
oped system of socialism.”29 The use of cybernetics for this hallowed purpose 
is not obvious. First developed in the United States in the 1940s and 1950s 
by Norbert Wiener, Claude Shannon, and John von Neumann,30 it implied 
to many critics in the socialist world an abandonment of the Marxist vision 
of a practice based in the experience of class struggle in favor of “system-
neutral,” “value-free” technocratic reason. The rivalry between technical and 
political rationality for preeminence in shaping socialist society was bitter. 
The eventual acceptance of cybernetics by the party hierarchy in the mid-
1960s meant that social subsystems would in principle be left to find their 
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own efficient means of developing and coordinating themselves, and would 
not rely on steering mechanisms based outside the feedback loops of system 
optimization; would not, that is, rely on ideologically governed party deci-
sions, but on self-generated information.31 The very metaphysical signifi-
cance of planning, the conscious process that guaranteed the difference and 
superiority of socialism, was being transformed—a change that carried with 
it all the anxiety that tampering with metaphysical certainties brings. The 
buzz words for ascendant cyberneticians were self-organization, self-reproduc-
tion, automatic steering, automatic coordination, and goal orientation32—not 
exactly comforting words to ideologically oriented functionaries.
	 The entry for “goal orientation” (Zielstrebigkeit) in the 1969 Dictionary of 
Cybernetics edited by Klaus, then the director of the Institute for Philosophy 
at the Academy of Sciences, notes that “if we could observe just the effect 
of disruptions and the oscillation of system values around the target state 
(goal), it would be impossible to decide whether the coordination mecha-
nism were a mechanical element or whether its functions were being exer-
cised by a human-being.”33 This definition refers to Alan Turing’s pioneering 
essays on artificial intelligence in which a machine has the capacity not only 
to reproduce itself but also to evolve to a higher level.34 Klaus elaborates the 
definition by contrast to the Aristotelian teleological doctrine he sees cyber-
netics as superseding, regarding a dynamic system as capable of realizing a 
potential (dynamis) not observed, measured, or caused by its current state 
(entelechy, energeia), but constructed solely through the reciprocal causality 
of system and environment (see “reciprocal causality” [Wechselwirkung]). 
With the Berlin Wall buffering it from overwhelming disruption by a hostile 
environment, Klaus and his allies in the Politburo hoped that the cybernetic 
“black box” of the New Economic System would not only run smoothly, 
but evolve intelligently toward an interactive goal of ever more simply or-
ganized complexity, GDR subsystems regulating themselves according to 
their adaptive dynamics (see “autoregulation” [selbsttätige Regelung]). As the 
entry on “Trial and Error” notes, “[M]any organic cybernetic systems have 
failed because they did not have time to reach an adaptation.”35 Cement Wall 
and cybernetic reform promised socialism that adaptive time.
	 Alas, as the decade wore on the Wall did not do the trick for the New 
Economy. Although it seemed to protect it from “external dialectical con-
tradictions,” it could not save it from its own “internal dialectical contra-
dictions,”36 where “oscillations become ever stronger, eventually leading 
the system beyond its stability boundaries until its quality is destroyed,” as 
Klaus’s Dictionary cybernetically reformulates the Marxist notion of dialec-
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tical contradiction.37 The contradiction that a system whose essential qual-
ity was meant to be the nonalienated species being of humanity should be 
regulated by a mechanism that was indifferently human or machine was too 
much for a Marxist party to adapt to: contradictions on that scale were best 
left for the West to choke on. So, with the abandonment of New Economic 
System in 1971, “the non-political coordination of individual economic and 
social interests fell in favor of exclusively political-ideological steering,”38 
effectively terminating socialism’s—I cite the entry for “self organization”—
“capacity . . . to improve its structure either to attain greater stability or to 
defend its internal milieu better and more purposefully against environ-
mental disruptions or inner depreciation.”39

	 Highlighting the changes of tone and emphasis that emerge in Klaus’s 
publicity work on behalf of cybernetics helps clarify how the difficulties 
raised by the New Economic System relate to the problems of rational mea-
surement and qualitative difference in modernity. In 1960 Klaus published 
an article in the Communist Party’s national press organ Neues Deutschland 
in which he tentatively offers a cybernetic worldview to a socialist public 
while showing appropriate deference to the views of official materialist phi-
losophy. By 1967, when the New Economic System was enjoying strong 
official support, this tentative depiction of a worldview had become Klaus’s 
confident prediction of cybernetic success in an interview in Einheit, the the-
oretical organ of the Party Central Committee. The cycle continued, how-
ever, with Klaus’s embattled defense of cybernetics in 1970 when the conser-
vative handwriting on the wall was already legible, shortly before Ulbricht’s, 
and the New Economics System’s, defeat. The paradoxes encountered over 
these ten years describe deep-seated challenges socialism poses to itself that 
are simultaneously unanswered challenges to an undivided conception of 
modernity. Though the systemic antinomies of socialism are fundamentally 
different than those generated by the liberal market system, the value scale 
in which they are addressed is familiar: modernity calibrated in the rational 
units of equality, freedom, and prosperity. Klaus’s predicament illustrates the 
deep discrepancies these values are unable either to apprehend or to ignore.
	 In his 1960 Neues Deutschland article “Control Circuits and Organisms,” 
Klaus reasons more ideologically than scientifically in popularizing cyber-
netics, which was still being attacked in many circles as a bourgeois pseu-
doscience and only just beginning to find official patronage.40 Describing 
the roots of cybernetic theory in engineering technology, he goes on to 
explain how the technical regularities of cybernetics effectively apply to the 
organic world, elaborating the importance of humanlike computing and 
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feedback mechanisms for organizing complex systems. “It is characteristic 
of cybernetics that it subjects to quantitative observation many process that 
were assumed to be only qualitatively comprehensible.”41 Such optimistic 
faith in technological quantification was possible in what was, after all, the 
dawning computer-enabled space age and the age of industrial automation, 
and Klaus had only to point to the success of the Soviet Sputnik to find 
confirmation for his hopes. The ideological task of the article, however, was 
not simply to commend cybernetics’ capabilities for integrating technology 
and human society, but more subtly, to not overpraise cybernetics lest it 
be seen as a pretender to dialectical materialism’s role as the truly human 
arbiter of the sciences. Throughout the article he cautions against overex-
tending analogies between machines and human intelligence. The idea that 
self-regulating machines could replace party-stipulated plans might easily 
have been seen as sacrificing the very raison d’être for a nonmarket econ-
omy—namely, that irreducible human priorities, self-consciously deliber-
ated, assume control over the hitherto blind mechanisms of economics. 
Or, to put the stakes in terms familiar in Western debates, the risk was that 
cybernetics might be taken as a proposal for allowing the quantitative “sys-
tem-world” to dominate over the qualitative “life-world.” Thus, Klaus aims 
tactically to limit the capabilities that one might ascribe to smart machines: 
while it must be recognized that in some sense the new robots can think 
like humans, they nonetheless “cannot think dialectically,” he concedes.42 
They can thus serve, but not replace human dialectical materialism. Klaus’s 
argument limits the use of cybernetics to the pragmatic goal of most effi-
ciently realizing the party’s politically determined aims.
	 Yet there is a deep implication to Klaus’s argument. What is it about 
dialectical thought that is not matched by cybernetic feedback circuits? 
The dialectic of quality and quantity, significantly, begins Hegel’s Logic.43 
Being, according to Hegel, begins as quality given to the senses without 
mediation. It assumes its first mediation as a specific quantity of what is ap-
prehended. Quantity, however, always threatens to negate Being as purely 
external to it. “Number is a thought,” Hegel writes, “but thought in its 
complete self-externalization. Because it is a thought, it does not belong 
to perception.”44 Only in a dialectical third term—measure—do qualitative 
perception and quantitative apprehension overcome their opposition.

Measure, where quality and quantity are in one is thus the completion of Being. 
Being, as we first apprehend it, is something utterly abstract and characterless; but 
it is the very essence of Being to characterize itself, and its complete characteriza-
tion is reached in Measure. Measure, like the other stages of Being, may serve as a 
definition of the Absolute: God, it has been said, is the Measure of all things.45
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By conceding dialectics to human beings, in particular to those organized 
in the Communist Party, Klaus suggests that cybernetics, while driven by 
information, quantification, and coordination, still seeks its valid measure 
outside its own abstract networks. That measure is given by the party. A 
society organized on socialist party principles, therefore, has no reason to 
fear cybernetic technocracy. The crucial question left hanging, however, 
is exactly how the party is to establish modernity’s universal measure, the 
synthesis of what is qualitatively new about socialism and what is quanti-
tatively commensurate across its various social tasks. It might be the case 
that in a world without God, the party takes the alternate course and be-
comes the Devil who, disobeying thermodynamic law, creates order out 
of disorder; becomes, that is, the “demon” James Clerk Maxwell famously 
proposed to turn back the tide of entropy, “a being whose faculties are so 
sharpened that he can follow every molecule in its course; such a being, 
whose attributes are as essentially finite as our own, would be able to do 
what is impossible to us.”46 Indeed, the promethean image of a demonic 
party flouting the capitalist laws of entropy—business cycles, depressions, 
fascism, war—to create order out of catastrophe appeals to long-standing 
socialist mythologies. The problem is that this red Satan, although finite 
and without the trappings of the omniscient divine, still exceeds the hu-
manly possible. Its miraculous creation of law against the law starts to look 
less like the sovereign party and more like the groundless cybernetic sys-
tem whose measure it was supposed to give. In fact, the cybernetic pioneer 
Heinz von Foerster explicitly connects Maxwell’s demon to cybernetic sys-
tems, contending that “the ‘Turing Machine’ [. . .] and Maxwell’s demon 
are functional isomorphs or, to put it differently, [. . .] the machine’s com-
putational competence and the demon’s ordering talents are equivalent.”47 
The immanent transcendence of Hegel’s Absolute Knowledge might turn 
out to be a mere reciprocating machine after all.
	 By the time of his 1967 Einheit interview, Klaus is ready to chart a more 
ambitious agenda for cybernetics. He emphasizes the urgency, and the op-
portunity, of establishing what he calls “a new style of thought . . . cor-
responding to the time and the concrete requirements of the plan-based 
application of modern sciences, especially mathematics.”48 After touching 
on the importance of developing a “Marxist semiotics” in order to make 
socialist ideas “maximally effective,” Klaus turns to cybernetics as the key 
to realizing Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach. “In that we maximally 
scientifically shape the activity of human beings, we fill the imperative 
Marx set out in his famous Feuerbach theses: the philosophers have only 
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variously interpreted the world, the point however is to change it.”49 With 
all the maximization invoked by Klaus’s rhetoric, and his overtly techno-
cratic recasting of Marx’s sacred thesis, engraved in gilt over the Humboldt 
University grand stairway, well-ordered technical reason is clearly gaining 
the upper hand over wily dialectical thought. The colorless world of maxi-
mization formulae toward which Klaus’s technocratic euphoria is propel-
ling him evokes the previous epoch’s crisis of positive science, diagnosed 
by Husserl as a situation in which the living world of sights and sounds 
are obliviously reduced to the bare bones of logical system. “The material 
plena—the ‘specific’ sense-qualities—which concretely fill out the spatio-
temporal shape-aspects of the world of bodies cannot, in their own grada-
tion, be directly treated as are [ideal geometric] shapes themselves. Never-
theless, these qualities, and everything that makes up the concreteness of 
the sensibly intuited world, must count as manifestations of an ‘objective’ 
world.”50 Husserl fears that the progressive subordination of the world to 
a Platonic “metretike techne,” a science of measurement, leads not to over-
coming the opposition between quality and quantity, but to the effacement 
of qualitative existence in the name of a spurious objectivity.
	 Klaus, however, essentially now the GDR’s philosopher-in-chief, confi-
dently reclaims socialism’s proper measure from the all-too-human party 
for the mathematized perfection of cybernetics—since mathematics seems 
to be the purest way for it to secure its advantage over the chaotic capi-
talist market. “The relationship between quantity and quality is described 
exactly by mathematics and logic,” the Dictionary indicates.51 Accordingly, 
Klaus observes to his Einheit interviewer that “in the complex imbrication 
of nested cybernetic systems” that make up the emerging socialist world, 
only cybernetic theory truly addresses “the unity of laws of socialist devel-
opment.”52 Such an assertion of cybernetic sovereignty can be followed up 
by the interviewer only with an awed question about cybernetics’ insight 
into “the essence of socialism’s social laws.”53 Klaus answers by describing a 
once insurmountable philosophical paradox that socialist cybernetics now 
dissolves. On the one hand, the individual human is the subject of objective 
laws; in a modern society, the laws of information, coordination, and con-
trol. On the other hand, the free individual creatively participates in shap-
ing these laws.54 For Klaus, cybernetics is able to dissolve the ancient para-
dox and simultaneously illuminate the essence of socialism’s social laws by 
recasting the dialectic of necessity and freedom in game theoretical terms. 
At socialism’s core, then, is a resourceful game in which each player follows 
a five-year plan and at the same time creatively shapes the plan in anticipa-
tion of the other players’ decisions. For him, no high-spirited game could 



	 Plans, Leaps, Heaps 235

be more different from capitalism’s hostile, chaotic, and counterproductive 
competition, whose rules, precisely because they are unplanned, are the 
equivalent of natural laws to which the individual is merely subject.
	 The resolved paradox of necessity and freedom gives way, however, to 
another paradox, that of continuity and discontinuity.55 On the one hand, 
cybernetics is a “more exact and modern mode of thought,” and Klaus ev-
erywhere emphasizes its precision. Its goal is to mathematize social pro-
cesses, as the ideal form of quantification, so as to control them more accu-
rately, and, ultimately, to coordinate them as a single non-self-contradictory 
process—namely, as socialism. Klaus, as we have seen, is now quite willing 
to suggest, as he had as a doctoral student in 1951, that dialectics can be 
mathematized; that the organic-robotic split of the 1960 Neues Deutschland 
article no longer applies. “Mathematics,” he now asserts, “can well grasp 
and represent the essence of things, the quality of things.”56 On the other 
hand, the very precision and mathematical exhaustiveness of cybernetic 
control is designed to produce a “discontinuous leap” in human poten-
tial.57 That is, the intensification of quantification in each aspect of life, 
plus the homogenization of measurement across subsystems, leads not to 
mechanistic stasis, but on the contrary to a discontinuous release of poten-
tial that is qualitative and, as such, essentially unquantifiable (“transforma-
tion of quantitative change into qualitative”58).
	 The problem of exactly how, when, and where this qualitative leap oc-

Fig. 6. Klaus’s Schema for the Correspondence of Individual and Total System. 
Source: Georg Klaus, Kybernetik und Gesellschaft, 2nd ed. (Berlin: Verlag der 
Wissenschaften, 1965) 332. 
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curs becomes a central theme of socialist self-observation, especially in its 
literary culture. It is a modern version of a paradox known since Eubu-
lides as the sorites (the heap). In an important sense, the sorites paradox is 
the obverse of the akrasia paradox. Whereas akrasia involves establishing a 
complete commensurability that eliminates the unassimilable quality from 
its calculus, the sorites involves establishing an incommensurable distinction 
that extracts the unique quality from a continuous calculus. In Zeno’s para-
dox of Achilles and the tortoise, the speedy hero can never catch up to the 
slow tortoise because in a continuous world every distance to be made up 
has its halfway point, and no matter how close Achilles gets to the tortoise, 
he has another halfway stretch to cover. The moment of surpassing, like the 
moment of qualitative transformation, never arrives in Zeno’s paradoxical 
world. Undeterred, real socialism proposed an elegant solution to these 
Eleatic conundrums that blossomed miraculously across GDR billboards 
in the late 1960s. The answer is nothing other than the inescapable slogan 
Ulbricht cribbed from a Soviet cybernetician: “Overtake without catching 
up!” [Überholen ohne nachzuholen!]59

	 But what could such a remarkable surpassing possibly feel like—would 
it be an irrational flash akin to a religious conversion? Such a wondrous 
leap from one continuous system to another would, of course, be as un-
acceptable to dialectical materialists as it would be to rational realists like 
Popper and Imre Lakatos. “I admit,” says Popper, “that an intellectual revo-
lution often looks like a religious conversion.” Yet it would be “simply false 
to say that the transition from Newton’s theory of gravity to Einstein’s is an 
irrational leap and that the two are not rationally comparable.”60 Here, the 
transition of an entire social system to a new qualitative state appears even 
more mysterious than the transition across intellectual programs.
	 As if the aporias of cybernetic socialism from akrasia to the sorities were 
not enough, as the New Economic System comes under mounting ideo-
logical pressure before Ulbricht’s removal, Klaus finds himself having to 
defend cybernetics from accusations of ideological heresy. Attributing the 
charges to Western defamation, Klaus formulates their essence in the fol-
lowing way: Norbert Wiener, it is said, “ascertained that information is 
neither material nor ideal, that there is therefore some third thing acces-
sible to neither materialism nor idealism that cybernetics and information 
theory alone can grasp. [. . .] If there are realms dialectical materialism can-
not grasp, then its claim to be a theory of the general laws of nature, society 
and thought falls through.”61 Promoting value-neutral social science over 
Marxism, cybernetics makes system optimization tantamount to system 



	 Plans, Leaps, Heaps 237

convergence. As opposed to Marxism, where philosophers are called upon 
to change the world, cybernetics participates in a supposedly unitary tech-
nocratic modernity. Klaus’s rearguard defense against these charges in his 
1970 Einheit article “Cybernetics and Ideological Class Struggle” is both 
substantive and stylistic. Cybernetics does not efface differences between 
socialism and capitalism, he argues, because of “the opposition of their 
goals,” and, more important, because of “the manner in which the elements 
and individual laws of cybernetics are applied to reach the goal.”62 Cyber-
netics, he claims, only maximizes systemic potential over a certain quality 
of relationships and values. “Capitalism, for example, forms a social system 
with a corresponding class content, class ideology, etc. Its subsystems by 
no means function to promote an optimization of the whole system. In 
the socialist system, by contrast, the human stands in the middle point and 
the development of each subsystem always proceeds with reference to the 
whole.”63 The paradox is now simply hailed as a virtue that for all of cy-
bernetics’ mathematical abstraction a qualitative value still lies at its root, 
a subjective qualia or an Aristotelian entelechy, that gives the absolute mea-
sure of its coordinated functions—namely, the human. Not God or Devil, 
but as Protagoras asserted, “man is the measure of all things.”64 Capital-
ism, for Klaus, as much as it strives for efficiency and optimality is merely 
maximizing profits, not people. Cybernetics is now conceived as a useful 
instrument, applied to systems that themselves are not spontaneously gen-
erated (autopoietic) organizations, but represent and maximize certain in-
commensurable qualities. The distinct identity of each system derives from 
the qualitative difference of its underlying value-giver: and this qualitative 
discontinuity vouches for the partisan incommensurability of capitalist and 
communist systems, even as they share the project of measurable optimiza-
tion.
	 As humanistic as Klaus’s sentiment is, he knows his New Economic Sys-
tem is under dire threat, and responds also with a militant pathos, pro-
claiming cybernetics “a weapon in the hands of the victorious revolutionary 
working class and its allies . . . a means for developing its offensive in the 
struggle against imperialism.”65 In the crisis of the New Economic System, 
cybernetics is re-engineered into a weapon of metaphorical violence. It is 
proffered as a way to wage class war by other means, the only means appro-
priate to an enlightened social formation—its superior human substance. 
This substance, however, remains crucially unquantifiable and revolution-
ary: the result precipitated by a discontinuous leap. Precisely cybernetics, 
which coordinates, measures, mathematizes, cannot articulate the discon-
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tinuity of the human quality whose liberation is its reason for being: ex-
cept, that is, in this rhetorical violence. Of the paradoxical inability of a new 
paradigm—or, in this case, an entire new social formation—to ground its 
values in its own commensurable terms, Thomas Kuhn writes that “in a 
debate over choice of theory, neither party has access to an argument which 
resembles a proof in logic or formal mathematics[ . . . .] [T]heir recourse 
is to persuasion as prelude to the possibility of proof.”66 The violence of 
Klaus’s otherwise so measured rhetoric exemplifies a switch from the syl-
logistic reasoning of philosophy to the public appeal of rhetoric, a switch 
made inevitable by the rising political conflict. According to Plato, such a 
switch disqualifies an argument. “When you call things fair, such as bodies 
and colors and figures and sounds and institutions,” he has Socrates say 
to his interlocutor, the rhetorician Gorgias, “you must do so surely with 
reference to some standard.”67 Unsatisfied that rational standards ever cap-
ture such qualities, the sophist Gorgias prefers direct emotional appeal to a 
scientific episteme that relies on an idea of instruction by logical argument.68 
Siding with Gorgias, Aristotle recognized, in a way Plato could not, that 
qualitative situations like public crises require a specific type of reason-
ing that appeals beyond logic to emotion, character, and discretion for its 
proof. Unlike philosophical argument, rhetoric applies specifically to the 
kairos of those moments that fall outside the normal course of events.69

	 Pushed up against the wall, Klaus’s advocacy for cybernetics exposes the 
double reference in socialism’s self-reference, an eerie doubling that persis-
tently troubles the otherwise familiar values of socialism’s pragmatic ratio-
nality. Because the vocabularies of modern scientific rationality are modest 
in their ontological commitment to the measurable evidence of daily life, 
the chasm of immeasurable violence that separated the socialist and nonso-
cialist worlds remained perforce inarticulate in the idiom of daily trial and 
error. Socialism’s insecure culture, however, unlike that of the confident, 
even solipsistic West, characteristically doubted its underlying qualitative 
integrity—its differentia specifica—just seriously enough to throw into ques-
tion whether or not it was actually—qualitatively, quantitatively, and dialec-
tically—all that distinct from capitalism. It needed to pose to itself the ques-
tion of difference, and the trepidation and vehemence with which it did so 
cast into deep relief the menace of the imponderable abyss between worlds.
	 If Klaus’s desperate apology for cybernetics takes on a touch of the 
comic in its grandiloquence, Fühmann’s comic science fiction story, “The 
Heap,” is rather more unnerving. Where Klaus’s technophilia presents with 
deadpan literalness a red reflection of blue-blooded Western modernization 
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theory, Fühmann’s fiction recognizes the aporias, the undecidability that 
his society has opened in modernity without being able to close again. His 
story does not so much mirror similar genre pieces in the West with sym-
metrical values, but, because socialism never secured itself as an autarchic 
alternative, Fühmann’s inventions capture the intensity of a system whose 
simultaneously real and impossible difference from modernity causes the 
violence of sovereignty to turn in on itself.

3.	 the heap

I heap up monstrous sums,
Pile on the millions,
I set time upon time
And world upon world in a heap,
And when, from dizzying height,
I look again toward you:
All the might of number,
Multiplied a thousand fold,
Is not even one part of you.

—Albrecht von Haller70

	 Like Fühmann’s mythological and biblical stories, “The Heap” initially 
seems remote from GDR politics and Cold War conflict. Its theme is the 
classical paradox of the sorites attributed to Eubulides: if an element of a 
heap—say, a grain of wheat—is a discrete quantity, then the gradual addi-
tion of one discrete element to another discrete element can only add up 
to a discrete quantity and never to a heap. In terms of mathematical induc-
tion: since two are few, and three are few also, and since for any number 
n that are few, n + 1 are few also; then, a thousand are few as surely as are 
two. There is no ontological boundary to be crossed. The ancient physician 
Galen, accordingly, concluded that “there must not be such a thing in the 
world as a heap of grain, a mass or satiety, neither a mountain nor strong 
love, nor a row, nor strong wind, nor city nor anything else which is known 
from its name and idea to have a measure of extent or multitude, such as the 
wave, the open sea, a flock of sheep and herd of cattle, the nation and the 
crowd.”71 Yet socialism—Fühmann’s existential commitment—is ontologi-
cally predicated on the possibility of a qualitative distinction in modernity, 
a class consciousness, a species being, a secular redemption in human life. 
How then do the relentless quantities of daily routines precipitate suddenly 
into a socialist quality?
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	 “The Heap” examines this ancient paradox in the quintessentially mod-
ern setting of a laboratory in the Truly Liberated Society of the improbable 
year 3456. During a public presentation, the newly installed, and not yet 
fully oriented philosopher-in-chief is unexpectedly asked “to what extent the 
Comrade Classical Authors’ [Kameraden Klassiker] prognosis has been ful-
filled that the Truly Liberated Society will have solved all inherited problems 
of philosophy.”72 Instead of giving the prudent answer, “To the best extent,” 
he is caught off guard and asserts that they have been answered “absolutely, 
positively fully” (34). In his embarrassment over how many gaps in fact re-
main, and his zeal to make good on the unadvised boast, he delegates the 
preparation of a complete register of solutions to various departments of 
the Institute of Philosophy. An underling named Janno, from the Depart-
ment of Causality, is commissioned with producing one of the purported 
solutions—namely, that for the sorites. The ensuing events fall into two seg-
ments. In the first segment, Janno’s colleague Jirro, an uninvolved “neutri-
nologue” from the Physics Department, who has been surprised by Janno’s 
recent reclusiveness, seeks him out at his lab. He finds his friend desperately 
absorbed in an absurd empirical experiment. On the basis of the urgency 
of the chief ’s command, Janno has apparently convinced the Institute to 
buy him several hundred steel screws—a commodity in painfully short sup-
ply—which he is alternately removing from and adding to his washbasin in 
hopes of catching the precise moment when their number becomes a heap. 
Making matters worse for the worldly and cynical Jirro is that his once easy-
going colleague is painstakingly photographing the washbasin and its con-
tents with scarce film that he has paid for out of his own pocket. At the sight 
of this preposterous undertaking, Jirro tries to persuade Janno of other ways 
to more realistically bring his commission to a satisfactory result.
	 The second part of the story follows up Jirro’s inconclusive dialectical 
wrangling with an intense burst of action. When a siren goes off summoning 
Janno’s whole department to the parade grounds for a routine inspection by 
the control troop commander, Janno declines to interrupt his experimenta-
tion, and the two colleagues’ methodological disagreement promptly esca-
lates into the broader social conflict Jirro had feared: the terms of debate, 
to speak with the philosophy of science, switch from Karl Popper’s doctrine 
of methodological individualism to Thomas Kuhn’s model of social con-
structivism.73 Committed to his vision of an experienceable solution to the 
sorites, Janno refuses to abide any longer by the ritualized procedures of the 
Institute, much to the horror of his expedient colleague who has recon-
ciled himself to the way things are done. All along Jirro has been mocking 
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Janno’s sorites problem as a “SAURITUS” (sow ritual), since he rightly un-
derstands Institute science as a soulless game in which any serious question 
is dispatched by reference to a few passages from the Kameraden Klassiker. 
Janno’s unheard-of absence on the parade grounds triggers an Institute 
emergency in which scientific and police authorities converge simultane-
ously on Janno’s lab as the two colleagues remain struggling over quantity 
and quality, pure research and complacent expediency. The resultant con-
fusion, anticlimactically, supplies no clear resolution to the sorites. On the 
contrary, complexity and cross-purposes are the dubious conditions under 
which quantity alchemizes into quality. The resolution comes in spite of it-
self: the contending parties at the institute are heaped together in Janno’s 
trashed lab by circumstances beyond their control.
	 If this confusion is a disappointing solution to the sorites, a closer look 
at Fühmann’s story brings more satisfaction than one expects from such 
murky proceedings. “The Heap” translates Klaus’s cybernetic paradoxes 
from logic into literature, a cognate medium for Fühmann, for just as it is 
Klaus’s conviction that cybernetics works because dialectics can be math-
ematized, it is Fühmann’s conviction that “the world can be expressed in 
poetry because it can be mathematized.”74 Thus, he writes in the preface to 
the Saiäns-fiktschen collection in which “The Heap” is found, that the col-
lection’s “hypertrophy of feeling” is “the emotional counterpart to thinking 
a thing logically through to its end, except that thinking has a different 
stringency and objectivity than fearing, dreading, anticipating or repress-
ing. ‘Fearing to the end’ aims at catastrophe; ‘anticipating to the end’ ban-
ishes alternatives; ‘repressing to the end’ means destruction; ‘dreading to 
the end’ not only conjures ghosts, but makes them omnipotent, omnipres-
ent, and absolute.”75 The ghosts besetting Fühmann’s Saiäns-fiktschen scien-
tists arise from the equally dreaded and anticipated possibility of another 
system, uncannily familiar in its modernity, but visible only as a specter in 
the sudden rupture of the current system’s pragmatic, adaptive, maximiz-
ing functions. Like all such incommensurabilities, this qualitative interrup-
tion escapes both ethical and material calculi. Its ambiguous value is to be 
sought only in its potential to reveal something essential.
	 Witnessing Janno’s absurd experiment, Jirro can only wonder who has 
paid for the scarce screws and film his friend is wasting. The screws, Jirro 
learns, are budgeted, but the film is paid for from Janno’s salary. The essen-
tial thing here, he realizes, is not solving an obscure problem in order to flat-
ter some ideological vanity, but preventing Janno’s one-time expense from 
becoming an uncomfortable Institute precedent. “If the administration, as 
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is only to be expected, generalizes from your bad example and makes every 
colleague pay research costs out of pocket, we’d only have Janno to thank” 
(36). Well aware how the particular transmutes into the general under the 
watchful eyes of power, Jirro sets himself against Janno’s naive attempt to 
isolate the sorites in his basin of screws, determined instead upon two more 
pragmatic goals: averting the submission of a protocol for Janno’s experi-
ment (a protocol that would reveal Janno’s financial sacrifice), and getting 
hold of ten of Janno’s priceless screws for himself. Jirro’s objectives focus 
on evading detection and circumventing transparency, while Janno remains 
obsessed with capturing on film the exact moment a quantity of screws 
becomes a quality. Jirro’s adaptive, maximizing Seinsvergessenheit—forget-
fulness of being—stands opposed to Janno’s impassioned search for the 
precise spot where meaning and being converge on the singular evidence of 
a quality. Seeing his friend’s desperation, Jirro realizes that the only way to 
restore Janno’s equanimity is to offer him a solution, albeit one that dodges 
the quixotic hunt for a pure qualia. He sure-handedly steers Janno back to 
quantity by asking “what the solution is worth to him” (38). A price? Janno 
stammers. “Did Jirro really know a way? And what should one offer him? 
[. . .] Three pounds, four pounds, five pounds, six pounds, what was the 
price?” (38). Unperturbed, Jirro names it himself: “Twenty pounds.”
	 Paying Jirro for a solution, rendering unto Caesar, debases the sorites 
to a sauritus by conceding that nothing substantive is even at stake any 
more, just a functional way around the problem, a clever tactical evasion 
rather than a solution. Exhausted, and a bit curious, Janno convinces him-
self that it is worth a try anyway. Jirro begins with an expert touch: since 
the Kameraden Klassiker are the source of the claim that the Truly Liberated 
Society will have solved all philosophical problems, it only makes sense to 
turn to them to understand the claim’s logic. The classics, Jirro observes, 
distinguish two qualities of truth: one is Hegelian truth, the Absolute 
Knowledge of human totality at the end of time, and the other is a partial, 
casuistic truth that, in the course of an eternity which no one lives to see, 
approaches the total truth ever more adequately. Since no given stage of 
humanity is anything but a finite stage, one must of course content oneself 
with finite partial truths that merely tend to the full one, and at the mo-
ment the partial truth is that a heap, as everyone knows, is precisely 562 
screws. Before Janno can interrupt with anything more than an astonished 
cry of “All-powerful Matter,” Janno puts the finishing touches on his dem-
onstration, noting that “a problem for which a partial solution exists is as 
good as solved: a solution in part proves the possibility of a solution in to-
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tality, which nevertheless as the sum of partial solutions necessarily requires 
the sum total of time for reaching all partial solutions” (40). But Jirro has 
overplayed his hand; the infinite sum he invokes spoils the enthusiasm he 
has momentarily awakened in Janno. Now, the precise solution is just one 
more in a series of series iterated throughout the story. Like the screws, like 
the proper price for a solution, it bypasses the actual moment (the energeia, 
in Aristotelian terminology) when quantity becomes quality. Multiples re-
main multiples without distinct properties; and inconclusive series abound 
without any demonstrable meaning.
	 Janno’s mind is already elsewhere. Not prices, but qualia alone will de-
liver him from the infinite plasticity of the social system: a self-subsistent 
quality, a kingdom for a quality, and he will burst asunder the relentless 
constructivism of numbers, prices, salaries, and social systems. Over the 
drone of Jirro’s voice, Janno sees for the first time—although still not con-
sciously—“how unbelievably dirty the window was, slimy gray ghosts of 
rain arcing over it, spattered with mortar and bird shit, never cleaned since 
he had begun working here, and still—and this he also saw for the first 
time and it was the scrim of his thoughts—and still it was filled with the 
blue of the sky and the monstrous light that made matter gleam” (40). The 
oaths and ejaculations of the Truly Liberated Society, the reflexive cries of 
“Holy Matter,” “Matter be praised,” invoke orderly material existence as 
the metaphysical bedrock replacing God, but this stolid matter is precisely 
what never shines forth in actuality, as absent as any deus absconditus. Janno 
feels himself overcome by a desire to purge away the grime covering his of-
fice with a torrent of burning lye, although he cannot once articulate why 
he desires this or even recognize that this overpowering desire is a desire at 
all. It remains only an obscure vision of a sparkling wash basin in which the 
steel screws blossom “like a crystal flower” (41).
	 As Bertrand Russell observed in his landmark modern treatment of the 
sorites paradox, the apprehension of a quality always stumbles over the in-
evitable “vagueness” of its determination.76 “All ‘material’ terms,” elaborates 
Max Black, “all whose application requires the recognition of the presence 
of sensible qualities, are vague.”77 This dismal vagueness clouding Janno’s 
sensuous imagination, so boundlessly susceptible to fudging, evasion, and 
manipulation, is what he desperately wants to bleach away into shining sur-
faces. His priceless screws are always “twinkling” at him even in the weak 
Institute light, as if trying to intimate something essential. With all his soul 
Janno longs to find the crystal clear boundary separating one object from 
the next: a qualitatively distinct object should be what it is and not what 
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it is not, tertium non datur. This is, of course, the familiar yearning for an 
Apollonian law of the excluded middle, enacted to regulate all the sloppy 
parcels of material existence. “Ill-defined can only mean undefined—there 
is no place for a tertium quid in traditional logic,” comments Black.78 Simi-
larly, Russell notes that “the law of the excluded middle is true when precise 
symbols are employed, but it is not true when symbols are vague,” especially 
symbols of sensible quality like “the word ‘red’.”79 Oh, Holy Red Matter! 
The grimy windows, the hazy series, the coarse plasticity of subjects (and 
objects) shaped only by sloganeering and ritual—if this vagueness were il-
luminated in the clear light of day, then, and only then, could matter’s sharp 
boundaries and sovereign existence, these timeless desiderata for a strong 
and distinct universe, shine forth with the intuitive indexical force of natural 
kinds. Vagueness—like contradiction—would be eliminated from the world, 
bringing recalcitrant matter in line with the “celestial existence” of logic.80

	 The all-clarifying solution to the sorites dawning just beyond the perim-
eter of the protagonist’s consciousness, although not yet seized in its purity, 
awakens enough resistance to sophistry that Janno, staring intently at Jirro, 
balks at his friend’s declaration that a heap is exactly 562 screws. Such a 
sloppily conjured claim is indemonstrable. “‘If just anyone can determine 
what a heap is, then anyone could also determine what truth is, or justice 
or welfare or—’ and Janno quietly put into words what occurred to Jirro 
at the same moment: ‘Or the Truly Liberated Society!’” (41). Jirro fears 
that the battle is lost (and his twenty pounds), but gamely retorts that it 
surely is not just anyone determining what a heap is in his formulation; it is 
the Kameraden Klassiker themselves, with whom his demonstration, like all 
valid demonstrations, began. Well trained in the ways of discursive tautol-
ogy, however, Janno has already pursued that course; he explains to Jirro 
that not only have the Klassiker never directly taken up the sorites paradox, 
but no place in their entire corpus do they link the lexeme “heap” to a pre-
cise figure. Every bit as stubborn as his opponent, Jirro now hits upon an 
inspired cybernetic solution. The classics, he gathers from Janno’s concor-
dance of instances of the relevant word, once referred to a “heap” of African 
resistance fighters who were destroyed by a colonial army. Surely one could 
feed the circumstantial evidence of that historical battle into a computer 
“and eventually declare the exact strength of that heap to be the partial so-
lution of the SORITES, which is in itself already the solution of the whole” 
(43). Order out of chaos. And with this triumphant example of a cybernetic 
cul-de-sac—called GIGO (Garbage In, Garbage Out) by engineers for its 
perfect lack of reference to any real world outside itself—Jirro smugly ex-
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tends his palm for payment, a gesture Janno mistakes for an invitation to 
shake hands, which he greets with a hearty clasp. This handshake, the em-
blem of the Socialist Unity Party, marking the 1946 East German unifica-
tion of the prewar leftist parties, is a vintage GDR tableau, still potent 1510 
years down the road—“[T]his handshake that sealed the pact could never 
last long enough,” intones Jirro (43).
 Janno is unmoved: “It is not the authentic solution!” (44). Such insan-
ity is a crisis indeed, and at this impasse Jirro instinctively grabs for his 
brain probe. Noticing the gesture, Janno protests and reluctantly Jirro lets 
the instrument fall back into his holster. But the element of good-natured 
hectoring is lost. Jirro’s lecture now strikes a note of somber warning to his 
unhinged friend. “The atomic bomb started this way as well, exactly this 
way, with this very question: when does quantity turn into quality, when 
does a bunch of stuff hanging around peacefully become a combustible 
mass? The ‘critical mass’ of the qualitative leap—there’s your heap-problem 
for you!” (45). Dropping the familiar posture of jaunty cynic, Jirro’s protest 
becomes sincere and cogent.

You’re not just adding screws to screws, you’re also adding thoughts to thoughts 
and desires to desires and finally uprisings to uprisings and you think you’re 
moving in a philosophical realm, when all along you’ve been moving in a social-
ethical one! Your SORITES can also become a bomb, a social-political bomb, and 
with your theorizing it already is one: you’re blasting society into the nothing-

Fig. 7. The official logo of the East 
German Socialist Unity Party, 
1946–90.
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ness of a no-longer calculable future! Freedom is insight into what’s necessary—
pardon me, every school kid knows that nowadays—but you want to demol-
ish the necessary, the orientation of thought toward what’s been providentially 
known, preserved as salving for society, but by destroying the necessary you also 
destroy freedom, and that dare not be put at our disposal! (45–46)

	 Such arguments come too late for Janno, who has already crossed the in-
visible line: “[We] can no longer understand each other, Jirro. It’s as though 
I’ve made a leap during our discussion clear over into another existence: a 
person suddenly doesn’t want to continue on as before, regardless of what 
happens . . . the problem, Jirro, the pure problem beyond any purpose, in 
pure freedom” (46). At this fateful juncture, the Institute assembly sirens 
cut short the in-any-case-interrupted dialectics of the two friends. Janno 
ignores the signal, the loudspeakers start hailing Janno’s number, Jirro pan-
ics over losing his advance payment of twelve pounds and cut of ten screws, 
and without premeditation Janno smashes the dirty window, blood pours 
from the backs of his hands, the pure blue of sky streams into the dingy 
lab, as do two columns of control troops, the control commander, and the 
philosopher-in-chief.
	 Quickly apprehending the uncooperative philosopher with his “unbe-
lievable waste of productive capacity,” the control commander and philoso-
pher-in-chief warily size up their prospects of assigning each other blame 
for the scandal. Jirro, however, knowing his friend’s life to be imperiled, 
risks his own in a room brimming with weapons, and drawing the brain 
probe from his holster, quickly jabs it into Janno’s head—instantly, its en-
larged display meter indicates a maximally unhappy consciousness, and the 
apparatus “automatically dispenses a music of satisfaction that gives the 
will a friendly, the muscles a tired, and the thoughts an absolutely straight-
forward tone” (54). As the melodic rhythms diffuse inaudibly through his 
consciousness, Janno imagines all these people are gathered in his lab to 
take a group portrait with the camera he still has standing before his wash-
basin: he smiles. Humiliated by his charge’s imbecilic grin, the philoso-
pher-in-chief tries to take the offensive, proclaiming he has known from 
the first day he assumed office “what a heap of traitors [. . .] has been able, 
here as everywhere, to infiltrate en masse.” But sure of his victory, the con-
trol commander interrupts. Ordering his troops to stand down as a sign 
of conciliation, he declares the sorites successfully solved: it is “repeatedly 
confirmed knowledge that as great as the damage caused by this heap of in-
ner enemies, so infinitesimally small is its number, [. . .] easily counted on 
ten fingers!” With that observation, “the most difficult questions, indeed 
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the mostly highly complicated problems of his philosopher comrades, for 
whose valuable efforts he has only the highest respect, are clarified” (54).
	 Impressed by this historic solution, Jirro, almost as if he has read Janno’s 
tranquilized thoughts, invites the assembly to pose for a picture, and with 
a simple “Would you be so kind,” snaps a souvenir of jolly reconciliation in 
the classless society. Then, present-of-mind as always, he seeks his oppor-
tunity to escape from the room before his own fate is sealed. Janno, mean-
while, struggling against gathering oblivion, notices that his long desired 
portrait is incomplete. Pointing at the control commander, he says, “[B]ut 
he isn’t there in the photo!” The captured heap is missing its decisive qual-
ity, naked police force has somehow eluded the once-in-a-lifetime photo 
opportunity. The commander loses his nerve at this impudence, his troops 
react, Beta-Browning pistols are drawn all around. Jirro sees his chance to 
sneak past the metal detector with his cut of ten screws—for who would 
notice that little heap in the midst of such great events?—and he bolts.
	 As story and experiment draw to a catastrophic end, the narrative seems 
to affirm Jirro’s claim that the sorites has no ideal, only a constructed—even, 
opportunistic—solution, with quality now asserting itself in precisely the 
manner Jirro feared, as state sovereignty and panoptic violence. It is simply 
a premodern relic, the dark underbelly of rational pragmatics under threat. 
Although humanists may have been predisposed to embrace quality as the 
mark of their essential difference, it turns out to be a hostile value, to be 
sheer unregulated power.81 But in the series of climaxes at the end of the 
story, it remains unclear (vague, as it were) what one can take to be the de-
cisive moment of insight. All we know for certain is that we are precluded 
from experiencing what Janno has experienced: “[We] cannot know what 
revealed itself to him . . . perhaps the solution to the SORITES, maybe only 
the sun in its freedom, maybe the grime on the shards of window pane, sur-
rounded by the colors of the rainbow, but that we don’t know any more” 
(57). As much as the ending appears to vindicate players and adaptors like 
Jirro, who makes off, consciousness intact, with an undetected heap of 
gleaming matter, the catastrophe reserves its poetry for Janno. By refusing 
to be interpellated by the siren, the Institutsappell, he sets a qualitative limit 
to unlimited social constructivism: poetry emerges from the shattered glass, 
the blood on his hands, the sudden breakdown of mechanical routine. In 
one of his remarkable letters to his editor Kurt Batt in the early 1970s, Füh-
mann points out the centrality of the adverbs “suddenly, abruptly” to his 
poetics, noting that they designate “in fact the basic experience of my time 
on earth.”82 After describing the rude interruptions that have characterized 
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his life, from fleeing the convent school to joining the SA to settling in the 
GDR, he reflects: “Now, one could say with horror: what a spongy world, 
in which ruptures are ceaselessly occurring! I could answer: what a robust 
world that it can stand it! But I believe it is true about the ruptures. It is 
a world of being abandoned and exposed, a world of being objectified. I 
could say: it is to escape it, or to first become aware of it, that I write.”83

	 In a sudden flash of unfiltered light “the human” momentarily exceeds 
the system’s measure; an incommensurate quality shatters its machinery of 
optimization. The flash, however, illuminates inconclusively. Quality escapes 
functionalization in the continuous metrics of one system, but lasts no lon-
ger than the light of “an intuition—” like that which Janno had been trying 
so hard to convey to Jirro: “[He] hesitated, struck by this unscientific term, 
but the light tormenting its way through the window now made his eyes 
flash too” (44). Kuhn’s retort to Popper comes to mind here, that he never 
meant the flash of intuition that allows one to transfer allegiance from one 
paradigm to another to be understood as an ontological revelation. The fact 
that quality seems to transcend one system does not imply that it is an on-
tological absolute for all possible systems. It is not the face of God. Janno’s 
irreducible qualitativeness exposes his system’s optimum as relative to it, not 
an optimum optimorum, grounded once and for all in value beyond measure. 
Yet it likewise supplies no basis for a final measure (telos) or single efficient 
cause (dynamis). In the ruins of Janno’s lab, the only certainty is that no qual-
ity exists outside each heap and as the criterion for them all. Far from de-
spairing that no system subsumes all alternatives, Fühmann’s modernity, his 
experimental and gradualist sensibility, draws him to the sharp point where 
the opportunity for radical recalibration emerges. At that point, and it is a 
risky one, quantity tilts past a system’s limits, either as violence or as hope, 
always as extreme discontinuity: “[T]he turning point can only be grasped as 
‘sudden,’” Fühmann writes his editor. “That can also be demonstrated math-
ematically. There are curves, hyperbola (of the type: y=1/x3), for example, 
where with the least change in the curve, the addition or subtraction of the 
smallest imaginable unit, the differential quotient explodes from positive to 
negative infinity.”84 The question, then, posed by the qualitative, is whether 
the breach in the commensurable shall be filled with what Hegel called “the 
wrong or negative infinity” or with a positive one that yields to substantial 
transformation.85 And the answer to that question Fühmann, and the history 
of alternatives to liberal capitalist modernity, has left open.
	 But in the last reversal of a twisty narration, we realize that we do know 
exactly the identity of the story’s heap and have known it all along. The 
catharsis of Janno’s violence and the terror of Jirro’s submission share a 
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source in the same One that has preceded the Many of the lab’s confusion. 
“The SORITES-problem,” Janno explains to Jirro at the outset, “seems to 
be solvable in two ways, by increasing the Not-yet until it becomes One, 
but also by diminishing from a heap to One-no-longer, on which latter path 
he, Janno, is presently embar—” at which point his explanation is brusquely 
interrupted by an impatient Jirro (36). Starting from the assumption of 
socialism’s real existence, Janno’s experiment seeks to verify the actuality of 

Fig. 8. The hyperbola 
y=1/x3.
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socialism’s distinction, to isolate its unique quality of redness. The battle 
of sensibilities between Janno and Jirro concerns whether this quality is 
immanent in a stable dynamic of optimization, or whether it lies in a revo-
lutionary rupture that spaces out a distinct quality with the rigor of the ex-
cluded middle. For Klaus and the New Economic System he championed, 
the optimum goal (Sollwert) of socialism is a self-validating achievement 
that emerges out of the maximization of order. “Man is not content just to 
maintain the conditions of his environment,” Klaus writes in his 1960 Neues 
Deutschland article. “[He] wants rather constantly to improve them, and 
not only that, he also strives to ensure the security and stability of human 
relationships against chances of every sort.” But surely the Revolutionary 
Event that founds socialism is an incalculable chance, and its ontological 
ambiguity is what drives Janno’s experiment: does revolution lie irretriev-
ably in the past, or is it a presence available to experience at any time in 
order to verify the difference of socialism? If the latter, then does such a 
stably maximizing system exist anywhere in the world that could bear the 
presentation of revolution at any given moment of its Now?
	 As socialism’s qualitative steering mechanism became ever more im-
probable, the contradiction at its root became ever more clear: regulating 
balances in kind required an increasing quantification of quality in order to 
tackle the challenge of nonprice calculation. With that progressive math-
ematization, the present quality that inaugurated socialism’s distinction 
from capitalism—one might even say the omnipresent quality of its revo-
lutionary banners and symbols—became sacrificed to the deferred quality 
that only sometime would eventually demonstrate socialism’s superiority 
over its rival. The endless postponement of actuality in the name of a dy-
namic incapable of marshaling the evidence on its behalf awakened, with 
perverse inevitability, an obsessive desire to surpass the rituals and taboos 
of the “Truly Liberated Society.”
	 When the qualitative moment finally arrives it is no longer in the form 
of the revolution that unleashed the dynamic. On the contrary, the qualita-
tive eruption destroys the possibility of optimization that revolution prom-
ised, demolishing the actuality and identity—the entelechy—of real social-
ism. Optimization is meaningless when its systemic metric is turned inside 
out. What Janno has finally fixed in his photographic index is the end of 
the heap he started with, the unqualified loss of its particular quality. The 
un-natural kind that shines forth out of Janno’s solution of the sorites para-
dox is . . . a negative predicate: not socialism any longer.86



chapter nine

The Din of the System: The Devil’s Due

1.	 the heard-of

Reverberation makes reception into an intelligible din, and the 
lover into a monstrous receiver, reduced to an enormous auditive 
organ—as if listening itself were to become a state of utterance: in 
me, it is the ear which speaks.

—Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse1

	 “Marsyas” introduced us to Fühmann’s “unheard-of,” the incommensu-
rable event marking the beginning of the drama of socialist transformation, 
the revelation of tertium non datur at the edge of the woods around Mt. Ida 
in ancient Phrygia and—unheard-of echo—in the Soviet prisoner-of-war 
camp where Fühmann was remolded from fascist to socialist. In the discus-
sion of “The Heap” in the previous chapter, we saw how the plan, the lode-
stone of the socialist order—the great metaphysical alternative to Camps and 
Laws—fails, in the GDR, to crystallize its aspiration to the optimum optimo-
rum of limitless universality and substantial difference. This aspiration, a de-
sire for total well-being in the sense of providence (etymologically, “seeing 
ahead,” Vorsehung), points like a weathercock beyond the terrible unheard-
of, to the temperate foreseen. It transports its bearers from the irrational 
bliss of the Muses’ flaying to the tranquil empiricism of a presence fully im-
manent in the socialist intention. Philosophically, one might speak here of a 
passage from the ecstatic subjectivity of the “dialectical image” (Benjamin) 
to the objective pragmatism of the “natural kind” (Quine). In an aesthetic 
sense, one might recognize Lukács’s epochalization of genre, in which the 
diremption of the bourgeois tragic novel resolves itself, after the revolution, 
in the indicative order of the socialist epic. Roland Barthes suggests a differ-
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ent, more affective way of conceiving Lukács’s aesthetic contrast, albeit not 
his world historical movement—namely, the distinction between pleasure 
(plaisir) and bliss (jouissance). “Pleasure,” according to Barthes, “is linked to a 
consistence of the self, of the subject, which is assured in values of comfort, 
relaxation, ease—and for me, that’s the entire realm of reading the classics, 
for example. On the contrary, bliss is the system of reading, or utterance, 
through which the subject, instead of establishing itself, is lost, experiencing 
that expenditure which is, properly speaking, bliss.”2

	 The unheard-of event of Marsyas’ flaying was a loss of identity, a shatter-
ing of order and an incapacitation of the Muses who solemnize institutions. 
It was the wordless, inconceivable moment of jouissance in which the GDR 
was ecstatically envisioned beyond the bourgeois subject. This contourless 
vision of socialism eventually took on visible form and concrete character 
through the Five-Year Plans that governed the material pleasure—the com-
fort, relaxation, and ease, such as they were—of the real socialist republic. 
But the visible, empirical form of real socialism was apparently unable, de-
spite the strenuous efforts of Fühmann’s perceptual imagination, to secure 
the substantial difference of the socialist transformation. The measure of the 
new (the New Human), which mediates, in the Hegelian science, the leap 
from quantity to quality, never presented itself as such, even in the most 
faithful and selfless experience of socialism. At least in the GDR, the infi-
nitely plastic subject of objective laws never found itself resurrected as the 
substantial index of historical providence. Poor Janno, the devoted empiri-
cal investigator (Diplomkausalitätler), with his camera ready to capture the 
visible evidence of the quantity/quality transformation and to resolve the 
Eleatic conundrum of the sorites, instead finds his will tranquilized in the 
crucial moment by the Hegelian “rhythms of the music of satisfaction.”3 Ap-
ropos the fulsome stasis of such beguiling music of the spheres, Georges 
Bataille observes that “harmony, like the plan, casts time to the outside: its 
principle is the repetition with which anything possible is perpetuated. [. . .] 
It is from the plan, moreover, that art has borrowed repetition: the calm 
investing of time with a repeated theme.”4 Instead of verifying providence as 
revealed progress, Janno’s experiments wind up in reassuring stasis.
	 No wonder, then, that Janno’s opposite number, Jirro, the physicist and 
systems theorist (Diplomneutrinologe and Systematiker) from Fühmann’s 
Saiäns-fiktschen collection, forgoes Janno’s ill-starred search for the visual 
evidence of providence and turns right away to simpler acoustical satisfac-
tions during his unusual sojourn in the liberal Libroterr. The problem in 
Jirro’s case, however, has to do with where and how he abandons himself 
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to which pleasures—the fundamental questions of what I have called a sys-
tems erotics of socialism. In the story “Die Straße der Perversionen” (“The 
Street of Perversions”), Jirro is permitted to cross the border from the regi-
mented (“Truly Liberated’) society of Uniterr into freewheeling Libroterr 
for an extended seventy-week research exchange in the forbidden half of 
the divided world of the year 3456. In Libroterr’s asphalt jungle it is not the 
unheard-of that interests him, but what he hears everywhere in passing as a 
kind of sonic refuse, the noise of free competition. In the face of Libroterr’s 
media-saturated streetscapes, he finds no “pleasure in what’s displayed,” re-
sponding to the temptation of “optical sensations” with a simple “no.”5 He 
turns away from the spectacular advertising traps glimmering from every 
direction and demanding his participation in an endless exchange economy, 
to plunge instead into the unprepossessing side streets of Libroterr where 
the buzz of television sets, tuned in to a constantly changing configura-
tion of the tens of thousands of channels on offer, stimulates his fantasy far 
more than the prolific Libroterrean wares calculated to do so. “His acoustic 
theater was more than television, even though, restricted merely to listen-
ing, lacking the image, it seemed to be less” (70).
	 It is no surprise that Jirro’s aural entertainment in Libroterr is nothing 
like the soothing music that pervades Janno’s consciousness the moment he 
is to witness the revelation of the sorites. Libroterr makes no claim to rev-
elation—despite its flashy technology, its society is characterized by nature 
at its most venal. Nonetheless, the difficult fact remains that Jirro—a New 
Man—does find satisfaction in Libroterr’s brutal backstreet theater. It is, 
however, a satisfaction that will turn out to rest on a basic misconception: 
by restricting his pleasure to just one of five senses, Jirro thinks that he has 
brought his perceptions into line with meaning (with sense, in the singu-
lar). Dispensing with the television images, he imagines all the more freely, 
convincing himself that he can fulfill the sense of what he is hearing in his 
sovereign understanding alone. Despite thriftily bracketing out four extra-
neous senses, Jirro doesn’t at first realize that he can—in fact, must—forgo 
the practical and moral reference that would contaminate the pure experi-
ence of the sounds. One of his initial adventures, although embarrassing, 
clarifies the importance of his perceptual reduction. Fleeing the advertising 
along the main ring street, he notices all sorts of incompatible sounds com-
ing out of the rear windows of the apartments. To the accompaniment of 
“calm music,” he hears a horrible scream, “DON’T STAB MY KIDNEYS,” 
along with a clattering of steel and demonic laughter, and imagines, on 
the basis of this macabre sonic composition, not the perverse purity of the 
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event it describes, but that he should act to prevent a crime-in-progress. It 
seems as though he has refused the predatory temptations of advertising 
only to be caught up in the irrefusable solicitations of moral reason. Heed-
ing an inner voice of duty—surely the inheritance of his upbringing in Uni-
terr—he bursts into an apartment only to discover that the cry belongs to a 
children’s anatomy program. “The cry, the music, the satanic laughter and 
the dissolution into triviality: a Street of Revelation as well; and from then 
on Jirro remained fascinated” (71). It is nothing unheard-of, but the trivial-
ity of what everybody hears every day without paying attention that occa-
sions this revelation, a revelation that with a little abstraction he condenses 
into the neat formula: “pleasure of violence—violence of pleasure” (71).
	 What Jirro gets out of this back alley of the free world—existential trivi-
ality, the unbearable lightness of being—is something he values so highly 
because he has not known it in Uniterr. There, sounds correlate to con-
cepts, which correlate to things, all as pragmatically and providentially as 
can be, since the unity of Uniterr consists in its optimization of everything 
beyond the regional limits of space or time. In Libroterr, by contrast, “Jirro 
learned very quickly that all the constellations that fascinated him did so 
as the illusion of one action and therefore had to be of short duration,” 
circumscribed enough to be assessed within the orbit of his fleeting percep-
tion (72). Reducing his senses to one sense approximates unity, but only as 
a ephemeral moment of aesthetic abandon. Nonetheless, so aesthetically 
satisfying to him are these Streets of Revelation that their quintile of reality 
quickly comes to dominate his sense of reality in general. For the methodi-
cal physicist, Libroterr, with its chiasmic laws of pleasure and violence, dis-
places ponderous Uniterr as the superior standard of what there is.

It lasted only the briefest time (Jirro never became conscious of how brief) until 
the crass obscenities, crass brutalities, and crass monstrosities whose omnipres-
ent insistence in Libroterr at first dismayed Jirro became something he accepted 
as self-evident to such an extent that he began to forget his fusty fatherland in 
the way that someone forgets a dream in waking life or forgets his childhood 
when he reaches maturity [. . . .] It wasn’t simply a matter of memories paling; 
rather, it was connected to a feeling that he had crossed sides from a realm of 
unreality into that of reality (73).

This ontological transgression, which like so much in the story transpires in 
the briefest interval, a suddenness approaching zero that escapes conscious 
apprehension, exposes both the infinitesimal dimension and absolute qual-
ity of the boundary between real and unreal. Of course, one can only wish 
to grasp that instant in which real and unreal receive their shape, that in-
stantaneous presence of what is and is not.
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2.	measly devils

Extreme devotion is the opposite of piety, extreme vice the 
opposite of pleasure.

—Bataille, The Impossible6

	 Given the inconceivable rapidity of the crossing—and its inconceivable 
stakes—I want to hesitate before joining Jirro on his voyage from the un-
real to the real (to the revelation of Libroterr’s acoustic theater), and take 
a detour back from the thirty-fourth to the nineteenth century, “the era 
between the Battle of Jena [1806] and the Carlsbad Decrees [1819],” the 
era, that is, in which Hegel first proclaimed the sovereignty of Absolute 
Knowledge in the Phenomenology of Spirit (1807) only to see Austria’s Prince 
Metternich retract Napoleon’s liberalizing reforms with the police mea-
sures decreed at Carlsbad.7 In an essay on E. T. A. Hoffmann’s neglected 
novella “Ignaz Denner,” written between the stories of Saiäns-fiktschen and 
published as an appendix to a study of the “Golden Pot,” Fühmann con-
siders what happens when the sudden transformations of Hegel’s master-
slave dialectic come to a grinding halt.8 The theme of the frozen dialectic 
first rose to prominence in the 1920s when the Russian Revolution failed 
to ignite similar transformations across Europe, but the outcome on view 
here, at the twilight of real socialism, is not Bataille’s or Benjamin’s sur-
realistic “dialectics at a standstill,” but something subrealistic, in the sense 
of Parmenides’ “mud or dirt or any other trivial and undignified object,” 
whose haphazard existence can hardly be imagined to have any transcend-
ing form: abject facticity rather than shattering event.9 Instead of a develop-
ment to self-recognition (to a true Idea of oneself), the agonizing stations 
of Hoffmann’s story are, in Fühmann’s reading, “screw twists of a process 
that has been tamped down until it has stalled and can come into and stay 
in motion only through an external impulse, a process that . . . grinds the 
poor soul between the slowest grinding stones” (378–79). Hegel’s master 
plan, the plan of total re-collection (Er-Innerung) lingers only as a crip-
pling fantasy possessing Hoffmann’s protagonist in the final station of his 
journey to hell, where he “has discovered his happiness in vassalage, every 
development has ended in failure, contradiction is frozen into peace, dull-
wittedness has been transfigured into cheerful modesty” (399).
	 “Ignaz Denner,” Fühmann concedes, is often deemed a potboiler, too 
overripe and effect-laden to stand with Hoffmann’s better-known work. 
He finds, however, that the satanic conceits, and even the satanic antago-
nist Ignaz Denner himself, are secondary to the singularly relevant pro-
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tagonist Andres, the dutiful vassal of Count Vach. In Fühmann’s reading, 
Andres is an archetype of German modernity, on a par with Kleist’s Kohl-
haas and Büchner’s Woyzeck—and Hoffmann’s story is faulted only for not 
being named “The Game Warden” after Andres, as Hoffmann originally 
intended. Pious Andres, whose impoverished position on Vach’s land de-
mands nothing short of a miracle, is so ready to show his gratitude for 
any favor his lord bestows that his “humbleness” threatens to become a 
“moral nihilism” (384) indiscriminate with respect to his own and his fam-
ily’s needs. What then is such a soul to make of an inconceivable offer from 
someone who is not—at least not in a recognizable way—a proper master 
of his fate? His young wife is moldering away, his newborn son on the 
verge of death, Andres is not by any stretch master of himself—the land 
yields only enough to fill one stomach, but despite his position of author-
ity on the Vach estate, he is sorely without means for his loved ones. The 
offer of salvation that comes to him just in time to save his starving wife 
and son understandably sets off alarms. Intervention is in the color of red, a 
“blood red liqueur from a crystal phial” (382), introducing a red thread that 
runs from one inexplicable event to another—what kind of miracles are 
these? Do they truly portend his salvation, or are they rather the diabolical 
miracles that seal his damnation—and if they are miraculous, arising from 
outside any conceivable expectation in an instant of kairos (the opportune 
moment), how is Andres ever to judge between truth and simulacrum? If 
there were to be some sort of Hegelian progress decipherable in his story, 
some achievement of recognition that would transform Andres from an 
object in the hands of mysterious forces beyond his control into a self-con-
scious subject fashioning his own destiny, then the miracles would have 
to be revealed as not being miracles at all, but immanent developments, 
dialectical contradictions, the most real moments of his vassalage and thus 
the most pregnant moments for his liberation.
	 Intruding from the outside, unheard-of and unprecedented, the miracles 
befalling Andres in his need would seem to have no proper place within 
the Hegelian dialectic of reason. But that is their wile, one step wilier than 
Hegel foresaw in conjuring providence as “the ruse of reason.”10 Indeed, 
they are not miracles in the sense of “chance,” which is too arbitrary and 
inconsequential to bear narrative weight. “A one-time aid would have only 
delayed, not averted, and wouldn’t be worth the telling.” Rather, Fühmann 
assures us, “Hoffmann, like all great romantics a realist, takes his facts from 
life: a flight from the burning stake to freedom, the tight-rope walk of a 
persecuted victim over burning ledges, a bat with human features, such 
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things happen everywhere once, whether in big city markets or in the re-
cesses of the soul, but even miracles must remain in the realm of the pos-
sible, which is to say: testable by experience.” A miracle, like a fairy tale, is 
drawn from the “trivial structures” of daily life, which Fühmann distills to 
a neat formula cited from Brecht: “He took what he was given, since neces-
sity is cruel / but he said (being no fool): / Why are you giving me shelter? 
Why are you giving me gruel? / Woe! What is your plan for me, what is 
your rule?” (382). In other words, Andres dimly grasps that a monstrous 
gift (a gift of life) will exact a monstrous penalty. Singularity may well ex-
clude any causal regularity except the one that even Andres could recognize 
from fairy tales: it will demand its due (unicuique suum tribuere). These 
miracles are not sheer gifts of life and justice—which might indeed merit 
the unbounded gratitude and loyalty that Andres is so willing to show his 
lord—but they belong to a recognizable economy drawn from real life in 
which nothing goes unpaid.
	 It is never clear to Andres—and ultimately not to us, either—whether 
a given miracle stems from lord or devil; one miracle inexplicably turns 
into its opposite according to the fairy tale formula. Right at the outset of 
the story, the count’s reappointment of Andres from bodyguard to game 
warden after he saves his life on an Italian journey, and his granting Andres 
permission to marry and return with an Italian bride—this noblesse oblige 
is the very curse that elevates Andres into a position that is insufficient for 
nourishing a family: “a promotion into misery” (380), as Fühmann puts it, 
whereupon promptly “beneficence becomes plague” (380). This “reversal” 
(Umkehrung, 379) is not a dialectical transformation—whose discovery is 
the insistent goal of Fühmann’s writing—but a “perversion” (Verkehrung, 
379) of decency. The story’s next miracle, then, is only an intensification, 
a turn of the screw—namely, the arrival at Andres’s woodland hut of an 
errant merchant looking for shelter and protection as he passes through 
the count’s brigand-filled forest en route to the next trade fair. The traveler 
bears a chest of valuables including the crystal phial that saves Andres’s wife 
and son from inevitable starvation, something the poor and isolated game 
warden, brave and capable as he is, could not possibly do himself within 
the confines of his unforgiving social position. Like the favors bestowed on 
him by his remote, if well-meaning lord, the uncanny gifts bestowed by the 
stranger are greeted with gratitude—and also dread: merely, not with in-
sight. The sudden donations out of the blue, out of the bland wasting away 
of an unlivable life, are moments of dramatic peripeteia, the turning points 
that in tragic epistemology should lead to insight (anagnorisis), but since 
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they are occasioned by a kind of unprecedented fate, there is no account-
ing for them and no recognition of them for what they are—just the trivial 
dread of the habitually downtrodden in the face of any beneficence. In fact, 
Andres is so benignly passive that a court judgment later passed on him 
can only take his and his family’s unaccountable survival in his unlivable 
situation as an index of some kind of culpability. “The prevailing situation 
becomes a German fate,” comments Fühmann, “and yielding to it becomes 
a German virtue: later, in the law court, it will count as an index of guilt 
that the game warden ‘achieved a certain prosperity’ . . . .” (381).
	 When the stranger, none other than the notorious villain Black Ignaz, 
Trabacchio in his native Italy, comes to Andres’s forest hut with his “blood 
red” liqueur to save the warden’s wife and child, the liqueur, of course, 
turns out not just to be the red color of blood, but to be a diabolical potion 
made from the actual blood of his wife’s murdered brother, sacrificed in his 
infancy by the unscrupulous demon. For unbeknownst to all but Denner 
himself, Andres’s wife is Denner’s abandoned daughter. And Denner has 
sought her out on the distant Vach estate to collect the blood of one of the 
next generation in order to further his magical dominion. The miracle of 
the blood-red potion is the next curse, after the promotion to misery, that 
will lead inexorably to the murder of Andres’s second child, the death of 
his wife, and untold calamities for the wretched vassal. These are indeed 
terrible visitations, dispensed without regard for the soul they so utterly 
shape, but Fühmann, mindful of criticism that holds that the sulfur and 
pitch of olden days might not be as scary (and morally instructive) as once 
upon a time, claims that the story’s penetrating horror never lay in its un-
heard-of miracles. The horrible thread of red running through the story 
turns out to be a red herring. With surprising discipline, Fühmann resists 
the temptation of Hoffmann’s more spectacular effects, images that at first 
would seem to lend themselves so well to a reading seeking the contempo-
rary relevance of Hoffmann’s story in the red GDR.
	 The apotheosis of these supernatural occurrences is actually Hoffmann’s 
description of their origin in a flashback to Denner’s merciless childhood in 
Italy. As evidence in Denner’s trial for the (eventual and inevitable) murder 
of Count Vach, transcripts are sent up from Naples, where his father once 
stood trial for crimes even more macabre than his son’s. The files report 
the story of a Doctor Trabacchio serial killing his children for their blood, 
which he uses to concoct a rejuvenating elixir. Of his children only Denner 
survives as heir to his father’s black arts. The key testimony affirming the fa-
ther’s satanic collusion is given by a handful of drunken Neapolitan noble-
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men, good Christians who witness “a great glowing red cock, buck antlers 
sitting jauntily on his head, strutting along with stretched out wings” (385), 
and following behind it, Trabacchio, Denner’s father, his path illuminated 
by the cock’s red glow. This gleam marks the same trail on which young 
Denner embarks in line behind that awful red cock, neither fish nor fowl, 
the distillate of all that is demonic and terrifying in the tale. But Fühmann 
will have none of it: “[In] the vassal’s will to eternalize his vassalage, there 
lies this story’s vicious circle, in the self-denial of development, not in the 
circle of the salamander’s seal and blue flames” (385) around which the red 
cock struts. This indifference to Hoffmann’s most virtuosic effects is doubly 
surprising since the red cock is a figure with intense personal associations 
for Fühmann. In the same 1971 letter to his editor I mentioned in the pre-
vious chapter, explaining why the recurring adverbs “suddenly, abruptly” 
(plötzlich, jählings) are so essential to his aesthetics, he recalls the epiphanic 
childhood moment intimating how transformation happens as a sudden 
shock whose “sometimes grotesque effects” endure a lifetime. Four years 
old, Fühmann walks out of a dark shed into a courtyard, “a cock, head-
less, spurting blood, flies into my face from the butcher’s axe of the clumsy 
servant girl. It was a shock that broke through only when the cock sat on 
the table the next day as a dinner roast: suddenly the image from the previ-
ous day flew into my face again, I was sick, from one moment to the next 
I started throwing up green bile, fell into a fever, lay hallucinating for three 
days, and since then eat no fowl on pain of instant nausea.”11

	 While wonderfully uncanny, the red cock with jaunty antlers is a spuri-
ous dialectical image of the sort that mesmerized the generation Fühmann 
was trying to escape, a generation that came to socialism by way of a differ-
ent hell, “and if it wasn’t sulfur that stank there, then the smoke of human 
flesh” (379). The image flashes up in a moment of danger, kairos, all but 
indifferent to the distinction between opportunity and catastrophe: the red 
cock, the Gallic cock of 1789, the red flag of October 1917, the decapitated 
cock spurting blood into a child’s face, and the blood-red potion restoring 
Andres’s firstborn. These are all tremendous things, but for Fühmann it is 
no longer the unheard-of of transformation, but the heard-of triviality that 
counts. Not the red revolutions and revelations announced in great spec-
tacles from beyond the vicious circle of everyday life, delivered revolutions, 
and delegated revelations, but what counts is his recognition that pious 
Andres is his true soulmate in the postrevolutionary era. Of all Hoffmann’s 
characters, Fühmann believes Andres is the hardest to identify with, “his 
dull-wittedness is not flawed knowledge, but moral moldering, and the 
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pungent sanctimony of his inner voice repels our sympathy as stubbornly 
as the game warden repels any encouragement to act on his own behalf ” 
(383). Andres is the “abject” that “simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes 
the subject” (Kristeva), a human version of Parmenides’ “mud or dirt or 
any other trivial and undignified object” who breaks down all efforts at 
identification and sympathy, and winds up exposing a horrifying lack of 
self-transcendence at one’s very own core.12 “I won’t be able to get out of 
my skin anymore,” is Fühmann’s motto, “and I never could.”13

	 “In the Bible,” Fühmann writes Christa Wolf in 1978, “Hell is the place 
of ‘howling and gnashing of teeth.’ Here we do both; it’s just that our Sa-
tans are so measly, no Lucifers—those were the days.”14 The Lucifers, the 
great revolutionaries who, blind with inspiration, rose up against the reign-
ing order, are pale memories of something wondrous and horrible—Sta-
lin’s smiling face in the lager’voennoplennych, Lenin’s slogans emblazoned on 
red banners—that no longer seems real, relevant, or, for that matter, scary. 
Scary are the measly Satans of Fühmann’s world, those who, like Fühmann 
himself, cannot escape the paralyzing sense that they are accommodating 
themselves to unlivable lives: again, “[In] the vassal’s will to eternalize his 
vassalage, there lies the devil’s circle [Teufelskreis], . . . not in the circle of the 
salamander’s seal.” His familiar devils achieve no true Idea of themselves—
whether as good or evil—but, like Andres, imagine that by preserving their 
inner independence, by acting “as if,” they have found a third way between 
their lords and their demons. Warned by Denner either to accompany the 
robber band or to see it execute his wife and child, Andres plays along. “In-
wardly cursing the roguish Denner to hell, he decides to feign submission 
of his will, to remain free of larceny and murder, and to exploit his penetra-
tion into the brigands’ lair to arrange at the first opportunity for their ex-
posure and capture” (393). This stratagem in response to the cruel extortion 
of tertium non datur is what Fühmann calls “acting with reservation,” “not 
deciding is already to decide, so one must do a third thing . . . and that is 
precisely where the reservation [Vorbehalt] comes in” (392).

The contradiction of one’s reservation develops in playing along against one’s 
will; under the pretext of being accountable to oneself, accountability slips one’s 
mind, and the guilt only doubles: not only does one play along, but one does so 
only half heartedly. [. . .] A new dimension comes into existence, one is woven 
into a web of relationships with all one’s being, not just as a bearer of reserva-
tions. Forced to act, one acts, and every time transgresses the theoretically set 
boundary; acting always means: realizing oneself, and this in all ways, with the 
reservation, but also against it.—The reservation one keeps for oneself, the ac-
tions are for others: one always wants to prove what one can do, and if not 
consciously, then all the stronger unconsciously . . . . (394)
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	 This is a haunting dialectic for someone who knows all too well what “act-
ing with reservations” is: living half a life devoted to a revolution creeping 
along without its proper revelation. Fühmann’s conception of reservation 
inverts the idea of the soul as an inner reserve of humanity sheltered from 
depredations of the world. “This inner focus,” writes Hegel about such a re-
serve, “this simple region of the claim of subjective freedom—the seat of voli-
tion, resolution, and action, the abstract content of conscience, that wherein 
responsibility and worth of the individual are enclosed—remains untouched. 
It is quite shut out from the noisy din of world history.”15 By contrast, the 
reservation assailing Fühmann does not escape the system it is constrained to 
serve: the third thing succumbs to the iron law of tertium non datur. Instead 
of the false vassal’s “unhappy consciousness,”16 the true revolutionary’s slogan 
is “WE ARE HAPPY!” and nothing makes the loyal GDR citizen happier 
than the right mandated by the GDR constitution (Article 21, Paragraph 1) 
to “Work together, plan together, govern together!”17 Every suspicious ques-
tion—is this it? can this truly be socialism?—is greeted by the surpassing desire 
to make it so by confounding the reservation through one’s boldest actions. 
The preposterous extortion of two masters is simply the price of socialism’s 
antagonistic universality, and affirmative action expresses faith in the eventual 
triumph of the best. Or is it half-faith? Or cowardice? What if this agonizing 
complicity with the proclaimed “workers’ and peasants’ state” is not truly 
revolutionary, but the opposite, stagnation and betrayal?
	 The word Fühmann returns to for describing Andres’s character is Erge-
benheit, devotion, resignation, submission. The word also conveys the idea 
of waiting for an Ergebnis, a result or outcome—that is, holding back for 
the right moment of revelation: giving and reserving oneself for what lies 
beyond the present. “Whether submission can be a virtue depends on that 
to which one submits: as a principle for its own sake on into infinity, it 
comes down to relinquishing oneself ” (384). The horrible risk is that one 
knows what one has submitted to only when it yields its unheard-of truth: 
but yields it to whom, if one has relinquished oneself without reservations? 
The revolutionary miracle announces itself somewhere, in some camp, and 
is received unreservedly, a satanic moment of staking everything, a blinding 
point of absolute expenditure (inutilité), and then every bit as suddenly the 
ecstasy is past, and one beholds the shit that still must be shoveled out of 
the latrines in the good-new just as in the bad-old camp. After the miracle, 
after the demonstration, when the red banners are being furled, initiative 
is bound to the discipline of awaiting the precipitation of the collective re-
sult—the patient auscultation of circumstances is the ultimate virtue of the 
loyal revolutionary.
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	 The faithful do not simply ascend, but have to bear with a world of 
“thinghood,” which Hegel defines as “the abstract universal medium,” 
“nothing else than what the Here and Now have proved themselves to be; 
viz. a simple togetherness of a plurality.”18 Mud, dirt, indignity—that is, 
really existing socialism—imposes itself as a task between Fühmann and 
the mana of sovereignty. “In the moment that corresponds to desire in the 
lord’s consciousness, an inessential relationship to the thing appears to have 
become the lot of the servile consciousness,” the relationship of hard labor 
and deferred gratification.19 This resistant objectivity is the abstract general 
medium of sovereignty that the vassal renounces on penalty of reverting to 
the fascist camp—it is his one passage, “one precisely by being opposed to 
others.”20 Discussing with an interviewer his last, unfinished opus, In the 
Mines, Fühmann describes descending a mineshaft “tunneled during social-
ism” that leads to a “gallery that catches the run-off water from the south 
flank of the Harz mountains: it comes from Metternich’s day.”21 The singu-
lar passage between revolution and revelation is nonetheless riddled with 
labyrinthine tunnels tying socialism to restoration, and restoration to radi-
calism, by way of dirt that refuses to yield a single promised sense. In the 
same interview Fühmann ponders the redeeming characteristics he had as 
an SA man that he comes back to as a New Man under the “dictatorship of 
the proletariat.” “This homecoming to something from which one springs,” 
he shrugs, “I don’t know: Is that a circle? A spiral, for which there’s no 
telling: is it ascending or declining?”22 “It is,” as he wrote Christa Wolf in a 
more bitter moment, “a screw without end.”23

	 Back in the Stalinist 1950s, when Lucifer was still Lucifer and Fühmann a 
functionary, he spent a few years passing on meaningless reports to the secret 
police until they dropped him as a feckless informant, and for years after-
ward he did not do much, but did his bit, for the party line—but what could 
it mean to a committed socialist like Fühmann, born of the incomprehen-
sible death of the camps, to be a socialist halfheartedly? How many doughty 
Andreses are there like him, filled with reservations that are overcome with 
every superhuman exertion on behalf of an increasingly untenable situation? 
The potency of Fühmann’s essay is that it does not judge Andres, but recog-
nizes him as a figure incapable of recognition. He resists incorporation into 
the Hegelian dialectic, not as an ecstatic subject of rebellion against Hegelian 
totality, but as a simple index of stasis: loyally committed to the medium, to 
thinghood, to his unique passage. Andres has received his miracles and now 
he awaits their transportation through his life.

The opportunity that comes on its own is always wrong; one seizes it of course, 
and since it doesn’t eventuate [zeitigt] what one was striving for, one repeats 
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the mistake. Psychologists might analyze this complex more clearly and give it a 
name; Hoffman’s achievement—to have, in a single stroke and on a single spot, 
made poetry of what in daily life is an everlasting present—will never be lessened 
by analysis since it can be exhausted neither in psychology nor sociology. Nor 
in history . . . What remains is the incomprehensibility of this incomprehensible 
truth that succeeds in holding its own against all explanation. (395)

	 Andres, horribile dictu, represents the ultimate ecstasy, the inexplicable 
dissolution of subjectivity into the thinghood of the universe: the nunc stans 
of sovereignty and revolution. He is a thing and nothing, without con-
sciousness or identity, the evisceration of total recollection and the dismissal 
of reciprocal economy: “slow rotting away, tortured repression, blocked 
development, stalled dialectic, and out of it all, an unholy, nonreciprocal 
perversion of good deed into plague, but not plague into good deed, that 
is the basic movement of this action-packed story of a sheer letting-things-
happen-to-oneself ” (379). Andres is an object measure of a reality which he 
cannot rightly see or act upon. A subject beyond subjectivity, his job is not 
to act on his own reason or desires, but to register an incompletion for us, 
to point out a desire not located in any particular mind or body, but mani-
fested in the unsupportable contradictions of the system. Sovereignty is not 
linked to Hegel’s tragic-heroic conception of life, but to the patience to be 
everything and nothing, where desire for self-realization is relinquished to 
the one situation in which one puts one’s existential faith: for Andres that 
is feudal restoration, for Fühmann it is socialist revolution. Maybe they are 
the same situation, but Fühmann’s perverse courage is to flaunt the bliss 
of rebellion for the sake of taking measure, of serving as an index, a vas-
sal whose master is the sovereign revolution whose unprecedented bliss he 
once hoped—should the needle have finally pointed there—to experience 
himself.

3.	 perversions and revelation

Nothing interrupts the silence of desolation anymore. Over the 
dark, age-old treetops clouds drift on and are mirrored in the 
greenish-blue waters of the pond, glimmering like an abyss. And 
unmoving, as if sunken in mournful submission [Ergebenheit], the 
surface rests—day-in, day-out.

—Trakl, “Desolation”24

	 A hesitation between the real and the unreal is how Tsvetan Todorov 
defines the effect of the fantastic genre: it creates a suspension, an epoché, 
rather than a judgment. By contrast, an allegorical or symbolist genre, of 
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which Fühmann takes the “fairy tale” as a paradigm, asks for interpreta-
tions that discover the real “tenor” of the fantastic “vehicle,” with the result 
that such a tale “lets itself be fit fully and without violence into a system of 
moral coordinates.”25 What distinguishes the fantastic is that it does not call 
for translating its perverse code back into some acceptable literal meaning, 
which would deprive it of its distinction, leaving behind only a realistic 
text whose fantastic features referred to actual psychological or social symp-
toms.26 Instead, it calls upon a reader to “hesitate” between language and 
logic: “[T]he fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty.”27 Donald 
Davidson has made a similar point about metaphor more generally, claim-
ing that a metaphor does not have two stable meanings, a false one (the 
vehicle) and a true one (the tenor); it has only its literal meaning, which 
is false on the face of it, while its usage directs one to think about relevant 
comparisons rather than a hidden truth.28 In the longer or shorter dura-
tion—one might say, in the event—of metaphor’s patent falsehood, one is 
impelled to search elsewhere for something true. The fantastic genre, on 
this conception, would not have any hidden “meaning,” but would call on 
one to think comparatively—outside the box, or outside one’s skin, as it 
were. But a comparison between what and what? In the case of “Marsyas,” 
we saw how the “more beautiful” of the Satyr’s flute with respect to the 
God’s lyre has no suitable third term, no space for reserving judgment, no 
medium or ground; it is an unheard-of comparison. Whatever it is that the 
story’s metaphors direct its readers to compare, the comparison remains 
unthinkable, the metaphorics stalled in its horrible literality.
	 Heidegger, for his part, dissolves even the distinction between mean-
ing and usage, suggesting evocatively that “thinking should bring into 
view what was un-heard (of) [Un-erhört] before. Thinking is a listening 
that brings something to view.”29 At first, he draws a provisional distinc-
tion between the metaphorical and literal (sensible). “If we take thinking 
to be a sort of hearing and seeing, then sensible hearing and seeing is taken 
up and over into the realm of nonsensible perception, that is, of thinking. 
In Greek such transposing is called metaferein. The language of scholars 
names such a carrying-over ‘metaphor.’ So thinking may be called a hearing 
and listening, a viewing and bringing into view only in a metaphorical, fig-
urative sense.”30 He no sooner draws this distinction than he immediately 
overturns it. “The idea of ‘transposing’ and of metaphor is based upon the 
distinguishing if not complete separation, of sensible and the nonsensible 
as two realms that subsist on their own. [. . .] When one gains the insight 
into the limitations of metaphysics, ‘metaphor’ as a normative conception 
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also becomes untenable.”31 This insight, that the “partitioning of the sen-
sible and nonsensible is insufficient,”32 points to the spot where we left off 
in reading “The Street of Perversions,” when Jirro, absorbed by his bizarre 
acoustic theater, has transgressed—in the span of an imperceptibly brief 
moment—the boundary between the real and the unreal. His ontological 
transgression, accordingly, is not a metaphorical transposition from figura-
tive to literal, but indicates a border whose real existence falls between the 
sensible and nonsensible. What Jirro hears in Libroterr’s back streets, as or-
dinary as it is from the perspective of auditory perception, brings into view 
the unheard-of. The narrative question here, in the face of Jirro’s spectacle, 
concerns what this unheard-of is, since its lack of any precedent leaves it 
without a proper name. Heidegger suggests the punning term “event/ap-
propriation” (das Ereignis) to call attention to both the innovative and the 
proper self-measure that one witnesses when one “views with an ear and 
hears with an eye.”33

	 But the Heideggerian terminology is taking us ahead of ourselves. The 
question What does Jirro see? remains caught in ambiguity between the 
sensible and the nonsensible that only the appearance of the unheard-of 
itself will resolve. This unheard-of is either the horrible cruelty he hears in 
the street, a violence that shakes him from the complacent belief that the 
true measure of reality is to be found in the orderly cosmos of Uniterr; or 
it is the very event, in the vanishing instant, of his becoming convinced 
of Uniterr’s ultimate irreality. At first it might seem clear that the blissful 
cruelties he imagines while listening to Libroterr’s television are the deci-
sive events, since their spectacle is what leads him to name his back alleys 
“Streets of Revelation”—and how is one to trump the name of revelation? 
But as is often the case in Fühmann’s stories, what we think is decisive is 
quickly reversed by a successive insight. “In following an outer develop-
ment,” we learn, “an inner one escaped Jirro’s attention” (73). This inner de-
velopment is the conversion by which Jirro instantaneously, and almost by 
the by, abandons his ontological commitment to Uniterr. Since he cannot 
intellectually grasp the profundity of this existential shift (if Fühmann were 
Jirro, this instant—punctum!—would be his end), all Jirro has are uncom-
fortable traces of it after the fact. “That Libroterr with all its abnormalities 
seemed normal (perhaps, measured?) to him and Uniterr seemed schematic 
was something Jirro didn’t reflect on; only occasionally he suspected there 
might be a problem, as for example when he caught himself laughing at 
grotesque cruelties” (73). There might be a problem: the soul of the free 
world is revealed to him; it consists of an eminently desirable cruelty; this 
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cruelty/desire is, all vague reservations aside, so much more real than the 
schematism of the planned world that the planned world stands revealed as 
simply soulless. Uniterr is soulless because it has no idea what it is missing, 
no idea of what has been subtracted from its pleasures by virtue of the sche-
matic unity broadcast by the sole station remaining to it after the “famous 
amalgamation year 2001” (70). Uniterr’s willful positing of the identity of 
sense and senses crumbles before Libroterr’s rich multiplicity and plurality, 
which overwhelms Jirro precisely through his mutilation of five senses into 
one, acute auditory faculty.
	 But reservations are incompatible with the overwhelming force of reve-
lation. As the Muses learn from Marsyas, “[W]hen [revelation] happens, it 
happens wholly”34(a lesson that went astray on the pious, reserved Andres). 
If something is lacking in Uniterr, something is also being held back in 
Libroterr—Jirro’s revelation of Libroterr’s reality comes only after the fact 
of an event he has neither sensed nor made sense of. The event itself (both 
sensed and sensible) is missing; has “escaped Jirro’s attention”; it is merely 
that, not knowing what a true event would be, he doesn’t know he is miss-
ing it. So his “Streets of Revelation” remain revealing for him until one day, 
unexpectedly, he hears a sound so unprecedented, so unimaginable to him 
that his lingering reservations about the status of this revelation explode in 
outrage.

It was an evil, penetrating hiss, as though highly pressurized hypnocyanamylni-
trite were streaming out of a psychoairconditioner . . . and against his will Jirro 
slowed his pace. Agonizing death by gas was new to him, but even so, and even 
though he only heard it, every detail stood out before his eyes since the mur-
derer was contemptuously describing to the victim, apparently in a glass booth, 
the view being offered him. [. . .] What Jirro heard was a minute description of 
eyes rolling back to their whites and a chest vaulting in cramps, inside of which 
lungs had to suck in their doom all the more eagerly the more they were being 
consumed. [. . .] Jirro . . . remained standing, and listening saw the scene . . . ; 
he heard the voice of the murderer whisper an homage to two discoloring lips. 
(73–74)

	 Transported by this “feast for the eyes,” Jirro is interrupted in his ecstasy 
by a bicycle bell, and as he flees the scene, the sound of a gasping mouth 
pours forth from every apartment as “appetite-driven remote controls in-
stantly run through the channels” (74). The fact that he had abandoned 
himself to this spectacle, “his face naked before his senses” (74), shames 
him so acutely that he accosts his Libroterranean lab colleague the next 
morning, who simply laughs. “[W]hat does Jirro want, the world, after all, 
is perverse” (74). Never having heard the word “perverse” before, Jirro asks 
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for an explanation and is so taken with its meaning that instead of “Streets 
of Revelation” he decides to name the gas chamber alley the “Street of Per-
versions.” The plural perversions that replace the singular revelation are no 
accident. Rather, no sooner has the Uniterrean Jirro learned the new con-
cept, than he is immediately seized by the project of classifying and system-
atizing the variety of perversions. In particular, he decides to pragmatically 
declare the gas chamber scene his benchmark of worst perversion and from 
there seek out a worse (ärger) one until he has found the very worst (das 
Ärgste): pessimum pessimorum.
	 The project, as promisingly as it begins, drags on. The gas chamber re-
mains the worst among other bad scenes, and the singular superlative Jirro 
sought as the measure for bringing order to his project of systematization 
bogs down in the accidental plurality and routine perversity of what he 
hears. Meanwhile, Jirro’s seventy-week stay inexorably approaches the last 
week, the last day, and then, his melancholy waxing with his realization 
that he has failed to find the most perverse perversion, the realest reality, 
he ruefully makes his way one last time to his Street of Perversions. Not 
only has he never really seen the gruesome sight that draws him back to the 
consecrated spot, but as he surrenders himself to his memory of its ecstasy, 
he does not hear it anymore either, and “gives himself over entirely to an 
inner vision” (76). Jirro’s devotional pilgrimage to the site of the most per-
verse event he has experienced so far is described as a moment of tranquil-
ity, Gelassenheit, in the Heideggerian sense of an openness drained of arbi-
trary willfulness, a simple index of existence. His earlier revelation, its unity 
marred by his self-centered reservations about its morality, is summoned 
anew in a total apprehension. The Being of beings is disclosed in the super-
lative of the resurrected gas chamber, where everything comes together and 
into its own (Er-eignis), free from the moral, ethical, political, even referen-
tial directives of Uniterr. In the last moment of Jirro’s free-world sojourn, 
the ontological line stands revealed for him, as it had for Fühmann in the 
prison camps, as that running between “poetry and doctrine.”35 “Being a 
poet means being hellbent on totality . . . ,” Fühmann observes in an essay, 
“so as a poet, one is either all there or not there at all.”36 Doctrinal schema, 
endless politics, Hegelian dialectics—these specters from Uniterr count for 
nothing here where the Parmenidean poem of existence completely suf-
fuses both sense and senses.
	 In this moment of unreserved submission Jirro suddenly hears a familiar 
voice—nothing unheard-of—and stands frozen without consciousness for 
an instant before street sounds flood in over the silence. The piercing call, 
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he realizes in the drone of traffic, could hardly be meant for him since tele-
vision broadcasts are not directed to an individual audience member: but 
whence the familiar voice? Why would anyone in Libroterr actually choose, 
actually, beyond the necessity of default, desire to receive Uniterr’s monoto-
nous broadcast? Sheer chance? This time, instead of being suffused by the 
poetry of hissing gas, “Jirro remains still, mesmerized by the unmistakable 
voice of the most beloved actress of his country, one of the few female 
members of the Supreme Liberation Council, bearer of the most exalted 
decorations, chair of the Council of Theatrical Workers, inspired embodi-
ment of the thinking and feeling of Uniterr’s best and brightest, the essence 
of that humanity which Uniterr regards as its most holy e/mission [Sen-
dung] to protect from all perversions” (77). The earlier poetry of gaseous 
Gelassenheit is gone in a flash. Most beloved, supreme liberation, most exalted, 
best and brightest: the list of official properties attending the voice are surely 
not the fundamental attributes of Being as revealed in the perverse streets 
of Libroterr, but are the sturdy predicates of socialist realism, the indis-
pensable refrain of party doctrine. As the voice’s ringing superlatives distill 
Uniterr’s alternate broadcast mission to its singular epitome, why shouldn’t 
its reception also culminate at the unique site of Jirro’s ear?
	 Of course, it should culminate there; it is the result of the search that 
Jirro has consecrated himself to from the moment he grasped the word 
perversions in its polymorphous opposition to singular revelation. Dis-
tracted by the noise of traffic and exchange (Verkehr), the din of countless 
television channels (Sender), he had merely not been open enough to his 
destiny (Sendung) to perceive the broadcast (Sendung). Now, the sound 
of the voice having at last touched his ear, he readies himself for what it 
is about to speak, a sentence “that no one less than the leader of the Su-
preme Liberation Council has proclaimed ‘the most beautiful [schönsten] 
expression of Uniterr’s world historical mission’” (77). Needless to say, he 
knows the sentence, “could recite it in his dreams” (77), and before it can 
be pronounced in reality, Jirro grasps precisely what happened when he 
first sated his ears on Libroterr’s perversions and was possessed by the “feel-
ing that he had crossed sides from a realm of unreality into that of reality” 
(73): he had defected. The fantastic hesitation is over, the truth illuminates 
the terrible event that had already happened, merely without his conscious 
decision, and “exactly then, as he sees his fatherland and perceives that fa-
miliar sentence, the thought suddenly shoots through Jirro that he could 
simply stay here: in this country, in this city, in this street” (77). Again, the 
street sounds burst into his consciousness, and, over the noise of traffic the 
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unspoken sentence now rolls out to its end, its articulated syllables suffus-
ing his senses as it triumphantly displaces the gas chamber and essential 
plurality of perversion with “the most awful [das Ärgste] of all things ex-
perienced in the street: COMRADE AND SHOULD IT LAST YEARS WE 
WILL CONTINUE DISCUSSING WITH YOU UNTIL YOU TOO HAVE 
BEEN PERSUADED” (78). In the instant of darkest confusion, “blind 
minute hands . . . climbing toward midnight” (Trakl), at that moment, the 
contours of reality are inverted again, Uniterr has curved back around on 
Jirro like a cocoon, the sovereign completion of his system of perversions, 
absolute knowledge, is revealed in this one most beautiful expression. And 
with this insight into necessity, Jirro is at last master, free from the external 
compulsion of Uniterr’s mission. He truly desires Uniterr, he chooses it, 
embraces the life sentence of infinite discussion as the absolute culmination 
of his boundless faith and desire: optimum optimorum.

4.	 epilogue

“The Dream of Moira,” Franz Fühmann

In one of those indeterminate regions, nonetheless instantly capable of every 
determination, the kind one often sees in dreams: regions (since one cannot 
call them landscapes) that appear to consist of not yet materialized, but indeed 
localized ideational substance, of lexical-references that find themselves still in 
the pure potential of a How, even while already in the reality of What and Where, 
so one can say well enough: to my left is ocean and on my right, toward the 
background, are mountains; where the ocean remains merely an acknowledged 
ocean, not yet an incarnate one, neither seething pot nor weltering desolation 
nor distant reflection of a seraph’s smile, but an as yet entirely nonsensuous tran-
sitional being, present as a site and sort, but stalled as it were in the flux between 
concept and thing, no longer abstract nor yet concrete, no longer in itself, but 
not yet for itself, Schopenhauer’s sea, if you will, and Schopenhauer’s moun-
tains, colorless and contourless, a majestic massing of every potentially existing 
surf and peak along with their future eagles and ships—, in one such region, the 
inside of a basilica on the verge of becoming, enclosing an entire zone, I see, 
gray against the gray fog of walls, the ancient fabric of an undulating cloth over 
which an old woman, inclined already to visibility, is bending. One of the Fates, 
I think reverently, and venture to approach her, and Moira—since it’s the un-
articulated trinity—looks up, but without interrupting her activity.—What are 
you making, mother, I murmur awe-struck; whose cloth is it you’re weaving, of 
such immense dimension? For, look, it’s already filling the royal hall knee deep, 
and it’s flooding the countryside as though intended as a shirt for a nation with 
all its dead and unborn.—Ah, am I weaving at all? Moira murmurs, astonished, 
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and now I notice that the old woman isn’t making a cloth, but embroidering 
one, ice gray letters of remarkable alphabets, maybe Hebrew, but faces in the 
beam-enclosed hollows of the emblems, and faces colored the way ice is colored, 
milky with a hint of blue or green. For whom, mother, are you stitching these 
lots? I ask trembling since I’m speaking Chaldean, and Moira murmurs, I might 
simply open my eyes, it’s my own lot as well.—I consider the signs, I can’t read 
them, but I know they are totemic signs, signs for friend or foe in a genealogy, 
and now beneath the undulating folds of the cocoon I see long rows of fetuses 
marching. They hover, faceless, amphibian in the billowy gray of the basilica 
as if in the uterus of a fate that is more than an individual’s, and I suspect they 
will merge in some incomprehensible way with the ice-gray heads.—Are you 
weaving language, mother? I whisper, but Moira shakes her head and murmurs: 
More!—More than language, I think incredulously, and now it’s sufficient for 
me just to think, as Moira raises her head and says in tone that could be called 
mischievous if it weren’t also one of utter exhaustion: And less, my son, more 
and less, because more is less, less more!—One of Macbeth’s witches, I think, 
and Moira murmurs, working in a face without any traits: The emblem of love, 
the emblem of hate; the ancestor, the leader, foes, friends; dark, light; the em-
blem of faith—and she points out the lunar blue face without eyes and mouth 
under her fingers and murmurs almost inaudibly: son, look at the emblem of 
faith, it’s been separated from you twice, son, but it won’t come off a third 
time!—and at that spot I see the fetuses being drawn into the cloth and sensing 
something look down at myself and see red, skinless flesh. And Moira murmurs, 
submerging herself in the cloth: look at grace!, and gently the undulating fabric 
wraps itself around my flayed foot and, grafting itself to the sheer, bloody flesh, 
crawls inexorably over my ankles, calves, thigh, penis and hips to my chest and 
further up to my chin; foggy gray it climbs to just below my eyes; ice gray en-
velops me, I feel cold, and imagining I hear Moira murmuring in the distance, I 
dream I’ve been woken up.37
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