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Abstract 
  
In this report I want to make a contribution to action research 
literature and practice and link them to the theme of the 
reunification of Germany. Through this largely chronologically-
presented enquiry I show the connections between the time of 
my political imprisonment from 1980-1981 and its 
consequences today. I reveal how I have helped to improve the 
relationship with my sister through love and respect despite 
the years of difficulty between us. The growing harmony of our 
relationship I offer you as a symbol of my relationship with my 
own country and the world at large and I depict how the 
external form of the action research enquiry illuminates my 
own inner growth as a process, leading to greater fulfilment. I 
utilise many forms of data-collection and methods of validation 
throughout the research. That my development isn’t simply a 
personal achievement - but may betoken a better world and 
resonate with the reader – is my hope for the context in which 
you will approach my report. 
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Introduction 

Context and Background for this Inquiry 

With this action research I want to show you how my difficulties with personal 
communication, particularly in relation to my sister, are connected to the State Security 
Office (Stasi) during the time of disunity in Germany’s past.1 Our relationship has been 
fractured for a long time. I will take you through the stages of making connections again with 
her and refer their parallels to the growth in a united Germany. I will do this chronologically 
to show the complexities of the process, rather than thematically, as this will, I believe, offer 
a more authentic and compelling narrative-picture of the development.  

I wish to begin with a metaphor. I refer you to a Grimm fairtytale (“The Blue Fairy 
Book/Snow-White and Rose-Red”, 2010). In the story, Snow White and Rose Red, the 
characters represent two innocent sisters, and the dwarf can be seen as the Stasi in our own 
unfolding drama. This parallel-depiction, of me and my sister, and the fairy-tale’s inner 
truths, symbolise differing development. In both narratives, the children approach life 
differently. People and nature, guilt and innocence, and devotion and integrity, are 
symbolised clearly. In the fictional story, the dwarf’s struggle with the earth, water and the 
air can be seen as symbolic of living under the Stasi, which itself distorted natural elements 
of human nature, like love, trust, loyalty and hope. 

Both sisters - in both tales - are good; they live in a just world until the dwarf (Stasi) 
arrives. In my tale I didn’t want to portray one as bad and the other good. This telling helps 
me to emphasise the contradictory values my sister and I experienced. I want to portray our 
conflicting values honestly, but also to attend to my own “I” as it makes the transition to a 
more mature love. 

The aim of my research has been to heal the relationship between myself and my 
sister, which was badly affected by my imprisonment during the Stasi regime. By confiscating 
individual freedoms and causing injuries to personal space, the Stasi split families and 
violated people’s individuality: 

Their commitment to democracy, freedom and human rights was paid for not only by the 
loss of their own personal freedoms. For many of them after their arrest until 1989, they 
were still subject to close monitoring, bullying, and exclusion from some aspects of everyday 
life. (Freyberger, 2003, p. 4) 

I believe in valuing individuals. By focusing on love for my sister as both a goal and a process 
I aim to improve my relationship with her. I recognise within my own research a resonance 
with transformational work going on at Liverpool Hope University in England (Whitehead, 
2010; see http://www.ejolts.net/node/37) in terms of working towards a public good. I also 
write this account for my country and in celebration of the value of humanitarianism that 
crosses geographical boundaries. 

                                                        

1
  I invite you to read the full story of my capture, imprisonment and subsequent life in the Appendices 

to this paper, in order that the research will be more comprehensible.  

http://www.ejolts.net/node/37


 

Jauch, A. 

Educational Journal of Living Theories 3(3): 119-169, 

121 

Critical consciousness is something I have been developing systematically over the 
years through reading and reflection, and as part of the process of this research. I have 
found particular resonance in the work of Freire (1996); in my reflections and actions I 
substitute his “pupil-teacher” formulation of a key-relationship to the designation, “sister-
sister”. For it is only through a mutual dialogue, coming from a deep love of the world and its 
peoples, that truth and harmony can result for us. Practice in my research-terms consists of 
reflective perseverance and action as cycle and renewal. 

Illuminating as well has been Bettelheim’s work (1980) in which he writes that from 
his own experience as a prisoner he suffered psychological traumas from isolation and the 
abruption of any protective mechanisms against the fear he experienced. You will see how 
relevant this is in the following account. 

 

Sociodemographic Context 

I was born as the second daughter in Leipzig, (East) Germany in 1959. My only sister 
was seven at the time. I spent my childhood and youth there after the second world war, the 
city famous for Handel and Bach. It was declared a Soviet zone. Because of the large age-
difference between my sister and myself we didn’t have a lot in common and spent our free 
time in the German Red Cross, my sister in the Youth-Red-Cross and I in the Health for Youth 
group for seven years. This meant I did various voluntary hospital jobs when not at the 
polytechnical school I attended until 1977. My parents weren’t politically active, so I was 
ineligible for higher education. I had an apprenticeship as a State-registered beauty-
specialist and worked until my attempted escape in 1980. In 1979 I got married and became 
a Roman Catholic. After the West had paid for our freedom, our daughter was born in 1982. 
Since 1983 I have been working as an independent beautician with great pleasure to this 
day. 

In order to show the far-reaching effects of Stasi-might on my own personal 
situation, given my own imprisonment during the regime from 1980 – 1981, I have evidence 
that after my release I was supposed to be guarded, observed and victimised until 1999; 
indeed I would have been, had the Wall not fallen in 1989.2 I believed at the start of this 
research that if I could learn to recognise the deep connections between then and now, I 
might be in a position to grasp the causes of any problems and thereby solve them.  

After experiencing a political arrest in 1980, I still believed in peace, freedom and 
democracy. My ordered world was yet to fracture: “We still didn’t believe in our internment, 
and we certainly didn’t realise what was still before us in terms of that imprisonment, 
isolation, the cruel process of it all, the prison itself” (Jauch, 2007, p. 27). In order to 
maintain any harmony I had to will myself to succeed. I also believe it has been and remains 
my duty to make the world just a little better for my presence in it. Through my own 
experience, together with a love towards other people, I wanted finally to resolve my past in 
a way that generated support for them. I believe world-peace begins with the self. 

                                                        

2
  Have a look at Appendix One, which shows the steps that would have been taken to suppress my 

freedom. 
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I am only one of probably 200,000 explicitly-identified damaged souls from the GDR. 
But a number isn’t eloquent. Behind this mute number are human destinies that are daily 
acted out under a unified Germany: 

It is impossible to define the number of invisible sufferers of political oppression in terms of 
the effects on the psyche, for example, of the traumatisation of parents and families even to 
the second and third generations. Results from research into the Holocaust suggest that it is 
likely that the children of such victims are themselves often prone to great vulnerability and 
have to deal with psychological illnesses and conspicuously unhealthy modes of behaviour 
(Freyberger, 2003, p. 28). 

So, I write this in the name of all the heroes who were victimised by the Stasi. It is 
important to mention that torture was a common aspect of imprisonment that many of us 
continue to suffer from to this day. In Appendix B you can read more about this aspect of my 
past. 

 

My Introduction to Action Research 

Moira Laidlaw (http://ejolts.net/node/36) introduced me to Action Research. 
Through it I believe I have been largely successful, which you can judge as you read through 
this account. By reading Tian & Laidlaw’s (2004) guide to action research, and Whitehead’s 
(1985) 5-point action plan3 I continue to find a way to come to terms with the past. These 
questions have led to learning that has broadened my competencies and my ability to take 
responsibility for my own learning.  

During this research I have worked with my sister, discussed ideas with her and my 
family, entered into structured discussions with Moira as my critical friend, in order to 
achieve triangulation and thus some validity for my methods (Whitehead, 1985). So that I 
could achieve greater harmony, I needed to evolve standards of judgement that would 
attest to the validity of my research and any proof I collected. I needed to ensure that these 
standards included concern for fairness and respect for the other, and it must be noted that 
my sister has had at all times the power of veto in the compiling and publication of this 
report. 

I wrote a journal and created a carefully-compiled questionnaire that would reveal 
the degree to which my sister felt respect and fairness were being shown her. I thought this 
would show some of the psychological ramifications of the research itself. Literature by C. G. 
Jung, Scott Peck, Lao-zi, Knabe and others have been my spiritual companions in this journey 
of regeneration, which I will allude to throughout this report. MacIntyre (1995) wrote that 
“injustice and unjustifiable suffering must be eradicated, generosity has to be exercised and 
freedoms defended” (p. 339). These words give me hope, that the reunification of east and 
west Germany is more fully possible, and that my sister and myself can be reunited. 
MacIntyre writes about a significant personal influence on freedom, as well as seeing how 
one might have a role to play in the world. He writes from within a tradition of competing 

                                                        

3
  1) What do I want to improve? 2) Why am I concerned about it? 3) How can I improve it? 4) Who can 

help me and how? 5) How will I know that my practice has improved? 

http://ejolts.net/node/36
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conflicts. He suggests that only moral actions in a society can lead to understanding of the 
competing traditions surrounding us in ways that might avoid this crisis. This makes me feel 
obliged to take up my own dialogues in a more constructive and universalising way. 

I learned to look at the processes of my own learning and found motivation and 
insight in the words of Fromm, who writes about inner strength, staying-power, joy and 
critical reason: 

Being active means to confer one’s abilities to the enrichment of human gifts, in order to 
renew oneself, to grow, to radiate, to love, to transform the prison of one’s own self, to be 
interested, to harken, to give. (Fromm, 1979, p. 89) 

Through these writers I wanted to learn about flexibility in reaching out from my own self 
into living dialogue with my sister towards a better quality of mutual understanding. 

Commentaries, conversations and interviews with family members and Moira, gave 
me the requisite feedback to my questions, so that I might find the solutions to the 
problems. Through a study of various research-texts by Moira, Jack Whitehead (1985, 1989), 
and Jean McNiff (1993; see http://ejolts.net/node/38), I learned a lot. My research has now 
become connected to increases in self-knowledge, and recognition, respect and an 
acceptance of my sister, the processing of my own destiny and a greater valuing of all 
people. I am convinced that this kind of work can influence others in a society for the good 
of all (McNiff et al, 1992), which speaks in opposition to the values of my incarceration. (In 
order to understand these debilitating Communist influences look at Appendix C and 
Appendix D) 

With the arrest on 14th July 1980, my trust in people was broken. I had to reach for 
the stronger aspects of myself to keep going, and remain healthy, have hope, and above all 
keep my mind active. I learnt to focus on a future lived in freedom, love and justice. I had to 
take personal responsibility for my state of being. (For more details about my imprisonment 
and the beginnings of this pathway, see Appendix E, with its pictures of Hoheneck Prison.) 

 

Background to my learning about questioning, research, standards and 
methods 

After 25 years of spiritual turmoil, I wrote a book, The Stasi Takes Hold (Jauch, 2007), 
which told the story of my attempted escape, arrest and incarceration. With this 
autobiography my sister began to acknowledge how she resented my previous actions. We 
had never discussed her suffering at losing me during my captivity. I acknowledged the 
mistake at not having spoken of it for twenty-five years. 

I needed to enhance my capacity for empathy. It came as a shock to my sister, 
something I might have prepared her for. We had evolved two ways of seeing the world, two 
ways of relating to our country, and suddenly they were hugely in conflict. For a year after 
publication I knew there was something dreadfully wrong between us, but I was too 
traumatised to see anyone’s pain but my own. The geographical distance between us was 
also a problem (she lives some way away), and our political perspectives another alienating 
factor. I wanted to find answers, but looked for them in literature about loss, stoicism and 
wisdom, finding such authors as Lao-zi, Kübler-Ross, Brunton, Dalai Lama and Podvoll. I 

http://ejolts.net/node/38
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found some consolation with Lao-zi’s words: “Strengths can emerge from dreams, and 
through the pain you will arrive at peace” (as cited in Borel, 1974, p. 65). 

The crisis after the publication of my book made my sense of responsibility more 
acute, and enabled me to see my own shortcomings. My sister said she wanted me to feel 
what I had done: I had betrayed the family; I had left them all in the lurch, alone, 
comfortless. They could not accept the path I had taken. These reproaches devastated me. I 
knew my sister’s political insights had always been different to my own: through our six 
years’ age-difference, she had lived under the Communist regime for longer, and was, she 
says herself, more imbued with their ideologies. I, on the other hand, lived in the more 
liberal stage of East Germany’s aspirations, and had tried to make up my own mind and go 
my own way. We were already travelling two entirely different paths before I left for the 
West in 1980. I couldn’t find a way out. I couldn’t see that it was very much down to me. It 
felt like a game of politics, in which the odds were firmly stacked against me. 

I did love my sister, but couldn’t express it. This contradictory stance is one that 
Whitehead (1989) describes so clearly in terms of “living contradiction” and which resonates 
with me so helpfully. I had to find means to help myself, mired as I was in my own 
contradictory emotions. The poem in Appendix F (Jauch, 2006) shows you how I felt about 
her before this research-enquiry. 

 

My Action Research Project 

a) Early Days 

On 15th March 2009 an e-mail arrived for me from Moira Laidlaw in England. She 
wrote: 

I wanted to thank you for your wonderful but shocking book, Die Stasi Packt Zu… Recently I 
have been reading a lot about the Stasi, but nothing that has moved me to this extent… 
When I read something like this I know that there is still hope in the world because people 
like you exist. (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, March 15, 2009) 

That this email came from a complete stranger made me so happy. I wrote back 
immediately to thank her for her heartfelt words. I think from the beginning we recognised 
the same values in each other: a respect for truth and justice. Moira’s dedication towards 
improving situations through values like freedom and justice is combined with an interest in 
German Studies. Since then I have benefited daily from her, and we have evolved a deep 
friendship. Moira is a well-known researcher in action research practice and theory, who has 
devoted her life and her love to the betterment of others in the world (see 
http://www.actionresearch.net/moira.shtml for details).  

Moira has supported me with her professional experience in action research, on the 
journey to truth. I would say that our friendship is based upon unfailing honesty, respect and 

http://www.actionresearch.net/moira.shtml
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consideration, love and friendliness, with a sprinkling of English humour!4 Her devotion to 
truth and fairness have really helped me to express some of my most deeply-held values. 

 

b) My Living Contradiction: 

A desire for honesty, a sense of responsibility, openness, acceptance, tolerance, self-
discipline and the search for truth, I believe are the characteristics I try to bring with me to 
my everyday life. But am I really living out these values? As I conducted my research, and as I 
write now, I doubt my own self-knowledge, and I believe this is a continuing state for human 
beings. I want to live out my values more fully,  but am I doing so? As a living contradiction I 
embrace the responsibility that comes from trying to resolve it. As Whitehead (1989) writes: 
“If I attempt to describe my development in a purely propositional form I will fail to 
communicate my meaning because of the existence of 'I' as a living contradiction” (p. 45). I 
hope you will bear this contradictory state in mind as the report into my research develops. 

 

c) Beginnings of the Research: Understanding my Dreams 

I realised this research couldn’t be achieved alone. Only in collaboration - with Moira 
as a learning partner, my sister and my family as respondents in this process –  would I be 
able to tease out my perceptions and be able to set myself questions to take me closer to 
the truth. I decided, because of my lifelong fascination with dreams and their possible 
meanings, to corral their insights in order to show me how my unconscious was dealing with 
the situation. And this moment marks the beginning of the processes of research. At the 
same time as I was thinking this, I had a catastrophic telephone-call with my sister, which 
ended in the old feelings of hopelessness, guilt, anger and frustration.  

And on January 19, 2010 I wrote about a dream in my journal, which I believe 
stemmed from this conversation: 

My family was sitting at a long table in a restaurant. I sat beside my niece, with my sister 
opposite. At that both of them pushed back their chairs away from me, and continued talking 
as if nothing had happened, and ignored me completely. (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
January 19, 2010) 

I wrote to Moira about the dream and she responded: 

I think where the dream took place is significant. The restaurant was a public stage, and both 
people did this in front of witnesses. You spoke of my table, no one looked at you or spoke to 

                                                        

4
  Whatever I told her, Moira treated with respect. She showed consideration for my ideas, my work, my 

thinking, and always responded positively to anything I might have to say. As a symbol of her valuing 
me, she sent me a picture of a Chinese dragon with the words: “In China, the dragon is seen as a 
symbol of creativity and strength. I wanted to give you something that would say what I see in your 
mind and spirit.” In a draft of the report, I wrote: Moira, my critical friend (N.B. male use of the 
German word for friend). Moira wrote, in red typing: “I’m a WOMAN!” The works of Peck, Jung and 
Stein I received from her as gifts. In her words: the goal of research is surely learning and not power. 
This motivated me a lot. We have managed to combine our growing friendship with research through 
commitment, understanding, love and humour. Moira and action research have led me home. 
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you. I think that’s significant too. Did you feel ignored and pushed aside? You were a victim 
of her action: you didn’t do anything. You sat there with your own feelings as if you were 
alone. I know you know all this intellectually, but I wonder if this dream shows us that you 
are sad and that you are trying to accept this difficult truth. (A. Jauch, personal 
communication, January 19, 2010) 

This reworking had a resonance for me. I thought long and hard about the way in 
which I had seen myself in the dream, and began to see other aspects. That convinced me 
that I could research this process. In Jung’s (1971) words: “The dream is nature’s insight into 
the objective truths of the psyche, which one can pay heed to…and access fundamental 
tendencies of our spiritual processes” (p. 15). I found further important aspects of the 
research in Jung’s work: 

According to Jung, the “I” grows through confrontation, in other words through conflicts, 
anger, dilemma, striving and suffering…The “I” as a real emanation of consciousness is born, 
its structure the genuinely functioning centre of the struggle between body and spirit, 
together with an environment that demands reaction and adjustment…A middling amount of 
friction and frustration with one’s environment are, according to Jung, the best conditions 
for the inner “I” to flourish. (Stein, 2009, p. 40) 

 

d) First Steps  

My research was built on five activities for the improvement of communication 
between my sister and myself. 

1) To have an initial telephone conversation, whose purpose would be to set up 
regular conversations; 

2) To test out whether a better relationship is what she really wanted;  

3) Weekly, timetabled telephone-contact; 

4) To write reflections, contexts, feelings and ideas for the conversations down 
before and after each call; 

5) To find out how we might awaken a mutual interest and trust in the other. 

On January 21, 2010 I made preparations for our first conversation. I am proceeding 
from the belief that my time in prison damaged my ability to understand my emotions and 
relationships very well, and that they had a deleterious effect on my relationship with my 
sister. I felt my reactions to her were exaggerated. Therefore, this preparation felt very 
significant to me. It seemed to me that she knew my vulnerable spots and which buttons to 
press. And I always overreacted to these spurs. I realised that I needed to be in control of my 
reactions instead of being their victim. 

I began to analyse the processes of my complexes, in which I would systematically 
and meticulously research and reflect upon our words in order to see what it was that 
seemed to set her off in anger and bitterness. I came to realise that there were things she 
said that upset me, rather than the other way round as I had understood before. When she 
accused me of something, my reaction was bitterly defensive. I felt cornered and 
claustrophobic, as if I were back in the cells again. I blamed her for that. Her comments 
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seemed like death-knells, filling me full of dread and darkness. When she didn’t respond to 
what I felt were good motives, I felt aggrieved. During the imprisonment I’d had to endure 
taunts against my character in a continuous stream of abuse and now my reactions were 
impacting on my relationship with my sister nearly thirty years later. I felt vulnerable again 
and it was making me overreact. I was still a prisoner.  

I began to realise I was probably projecting many of my own fears and doubts onto 
my sister, so that I couldn’t see her for my past. I can’t prove this, but I feel it is right, and 
this belief is strengthened because when I started to act on this belief my relationship with 
her began to improve. This first conversation was vital for a new relationship between us. I 
was afraid before the first conversation, I don’t mind admitting it. I wondered what might 
happen if she didn’t want to work with me. I had learned, however, to act despite the 
doubts. I had to take this risk in order to begin the process of recovery. The risk as I 
perceived it lay in a cold reaction, a pitying laughter about my idea, general lack of interest, a 
repetition of the past. As I dialled her number I was shaking. I steeled myself to sound 
confident. I had prepared two questions: 

Anke: Hi, it’s me. Have you got some time now, or am I interrupting something? 

Sister: Oh, it’s you. That’s unexpected. What’s the matter? I’m surprised. Is there something 
wrong? 

Anke: I’ve got two questions for you. 

Sister: What’s this about? 

Anke: How would you feel about having regular conversations with me over the phone, you 
know, about things in our lives, what’s going on? 

Sister: Well of course! I’d be delighted, but I’m a bit wary as well. 

Anke: I’m glad you want to talk to me. My aim is to be friendlier, so that we can talk together 
about things that matter to us. 

Sister: Great! That’s a nice suggestion. 

Anke: And secondly, which day and what time would suit you? I’d thought once a week, and 
for half an hour. What do you think? 

Sister: Yes, that seems a good idea. I’ll look forward to it. (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
January 21, 2010.) 

 

e) Early Results 

 The first step seemed to be successful. I was so relieved. Her positive response gave 
me courage. My desire to become involved in her life more I hoped would convince her of 
my sincerity and help us to build a more harmonious relationship. For the first time in years I 
had no trouble getting to sleep that night, and was without nightmares, because I had taken 
this step in a healthy direction. I felt I had achieved something really worthwhile. I had 
overcome myself, brought myself under control, and communicated, I hoped, a friendly 
optimistic manner. I felt that my self-possession had risen from the deepest cellar to the 
basement! 
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 This experience of learning from the research was something I could give to my 
sister. I don’t mean I wanted to change her: we can only change ourselves, but I wanted her 
to reap some of the benefits of my research by being more alive to her and showing her 
greater understanding. 

 Moira wrote me an email the next day after I had sent her a description of our 
conversation the previous evening: 

Congratulations on your success! I am so pleased that you managed to stay calm… it’s her 
reaction I find so fascinating. I think she’s afraid of you. Look what she said after you asked 
her. She wanted to, but she was afraid as well. Perhaps she knows she’s hurt you too. 
Perhaps she’s afraid of what might arise out of this new situation… I think the first step has 
been taken now and has been successful largely because of your presence of mind. You know 
you can do this now. You have evidence. (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, January 1, 
2010.) 

 On that basis I built up regular telephone contact with her, feeling reassured that I 
could handle it. This was about taking responsibility for my own conduct and my own 
problems of communication. Peck (1978) writes: “Life is difficult…a series of problems to 
solve. Do we want to complain about them, or solve them?” (p. 15). 

 I reminded myself of my moral aspirations: love, truth, and a responsibility for the 
growth of my spiritual horizons. Jung said: “[We seek] to assimilate the unconscious self and 
behave consciously. Whoever steps on to this path of self-actualisation has to bring the 
contents of the unconscious into the conscious sphere, thereby extending the scope of the 
personality” (p. 20). 

 His words helped me to broaden the scope of my emotions and look over the top of 
the parapet, and subsequently enabled me to analyse myself more critically and 
constructively. As I opened myself more to my sister, I found more of myself emerging that 
seemed new to me too. This made me feel more cohesive and I realised the research was 
having unforeseen consequences. I had expected to enrich my personal relationship with my 
sister, but I was also enriching my relationship with myself. This led to an increase in self-
esteem, and consequently to a greater sense of security in our telephone conversations. 
Inevitably this stronger sense of self constituted a firmer basis to our conversations, because 
I wasn’t so afraid of any negative reactions. Through consciously pushing through past 
barriers I felt a greater respect for her, more fellow-feeling and acceptance. To her as a 
unique person I paid more attention, greater respect, so I wouldn’t fall into the trap of 
judging her because she wasn’t me. 

 I believe that this change in me effected a change in our relationship. It’s difficult to 
find evidence for this other than citing my feelings and the harmonious atmosphere in our 
telephone conversations, to which my husband was witness (see later for futher comments 
about his comments on the processes between us). I made a concerted effort not to deride 
her politics; indeed I asked her about her ideas. I needed to respect and love her for the 
person she was and not the person I might want her to be.  

 Moira wrote to me: “I think it’s a strength…to be able to help yourself and take 
responsibility for it, but beware of just accommodating *sister’s+ needs and not any of your 
own” (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, January 22, 2010). I was learning to challenge 
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myself constantly, to drive my own personal development, to free myself from the fear of 
reproach and to present myself confidently. 

Through Moira’s supportive words, it’s become clear to me that I have a distance to go, in 
order to protect myself, and not present myself as a willing victim. I realise that I have often 
allowed myself to take the brunt of her ire, rather than talking things through. It’s up to me, 
though, to change, because I want to. I am realising, gradually, that I am my own worst 
enemy, and I have been standing in the way of our better relationship. (A. Jauch, personal 
communication, January 24, 2010) 

 I was becoming aware that I was blocking my own strength, energy, goals and 
progress, as I had not followed through any method that would take into account my sister’s 
needs as well as my own. Keeping a diary constantly, as well as daily emails with Moira, 
comments from my husband, all had the effect of making the world seem clearer and 
removing years of sedimentation. My imprisonment had been grafted onto my inner self 
into a sense of powerlessness, suppression of free-agency, feeling like a victim – a puppet 
played with by malicious overseers. These months of incarceration had brought me here. 
Only I could escape from myself. It wasn’t only my right to change this situation it was my 
duty as a responsible human being. I had been spiritually ill and wanted to be well again. I 
felt confident that through the research I was beginning to see things more as they really 
were. One significant aspect had to change inside before I could understand more deeply 
what processes I was going through. I had previously thought love was simply something one 
felt or didn’t feel. Peck (1978) convinced me otherwise: “I define love as the will to extend 
oneself for one’s own or others’ spiritual growth” (p. 79). 

I love myself, and that’s why I want to be in a position to be able to be more 
outward-looking, to consider more the world around me, and in particular, to be able to 
distinguish between the damage of my past and how I can control more of the present with 
love. I now believe, with Peck, that only through love can the development of a personality 
take place, and contribute to peace outside the self. I believe love to be available to us all, 
and on that basis we can make decisions and take responsibility. I think self-love is necessary 
before loving others is truly possible. 

As I improved upon my ability to reflect on, and enrich, this connection with my 
sister, I felt more peaceful in myself, and began to sense trust in us both. I wanted to be in 
the position to quell the negatives, to give love a chance. In further conversations with my 
sister, I realised I could divert any negative feelings between us, by looking at the bigger 
picture and what it was I wanted to achieve.  

 

f)  Journal Entries  

I wrote the following after one of our telephone conversations: 

Today [during our conversation] I asked my sister what she felt about the essential moral 
status of people. I said I felt we were equal in good and evil, but that our actions decided 
who we really were. She listened to me, which felt wonderful, and then we had a 
conversation about it without rancour or reproaches, as might usually be the case. (A. Jauch, 
personal communication, February 1, 2010) 
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After our third weekly conversation, I perceived a greater sense of peace in myself 
and greater ease in our dialogue. I began to trust more in my own ability to maintain this 
better relationship. However, I also began to experience some doubts. 

I’m worried that this seems rather easy… Mightn’t it be better to forge a deeper question 
and bring some historical aspects of this situation to bear on our current relationship, as I am 
sure they are relevant? I feel this would make the research more significant and telling. I 
want to suggest that every ending can be seen in my life to have a new beginning, because 
that’s what it’s been like for me (A. Jauch, personal communication, February 1, 2010). 

Then I wrote to Moira about my ideas. She replied: “I see your action research as 
extremely important. A symbol of a unified Germany, if you like. That seems the perfect 
motivation for your research, and it gives your work an even higher status.”  

In the following telephone conversations I challenged myself to achieve a more 
rigorous self-insight about the qualities and meanings of our conversations and the way I 
handled myself. I needed to know precisely what she wanted from these times together, so 
that we might become more collaborative about our aims. I wrote about her responses to 
the end of one of the conversations in my journal:  

I’ve really enjoyed talking to you tonight, Anke. You’ve changed, you know. What you said 
about me choosing what responsibilities I want to take in my life, I found that very 
compassionate and gentle. You’re being so nice to me. (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
February 1, 2010) 

My sister began to confirm what I thought was happening in her weekly emails as 
well. She showed me her trust by listening to what I was saying, by referring to my ideas, 
rather than simply ignoring them. Proof that she seemed happier to be in touch can be seen 
in her preparedness to use the computer, something she had always resisted before. Letters 
I had sent her prior to this research had gone unanswered for months. Now she would reply 
within days. 

This stage of the research showed me that by having the courage to have faith in her 
was resulting in a warmer, more harmonious relationship with my sister. I felt I was living 
more truly to my espoused values of love and trust, and that I wasn’t now acting just in 
accordance with a victim-mentality. I was in the process of freeing myself from the 
imprisonment of my psyche by seeing myself as a worthwhile person. I felt I was behaving in 
a way  that made me proud of my ability to break old patterns of behaviour.  

The proof of the success of this research lies largely within me and my sense of a new 
life. I rarely suffer disturbed sleep now, which had been a problem for thirty years. Freeing 
my sense of guilt and powerlessness seemed to render me capable of greater fulfilment in 
my life. Friendly letters and postcards arrived through the post for me from her, in which she 
spoke words of love and rapprochement5. 

In my diary I wrote, after telling Moira about the postcards and an email from my 
sister, about my feelings: 

                                                        

5
  One postcard reads: “I am here and you are there. Each of us in her place. I am near and you are far. 

Ah, I’d rather be with you now. In case you’re missing me too, here’s this note from me to you.” 
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I was so pleased Moira phoned me. I’d sent her the email from my sister and my response. I 
wanted her to comment on it as a form of triangulation, as her commentary is always so 
encouraging and supportive. She shows such concerns for the things I care about, and 
nudges me towards progress in my research. She always responds to my questions 
straightaway and gives me hints as to how I might widen the scope or improve validity. 
(Jauch, Journal, January 31, 2010) 

On 31st January Moira wrote: 

The letter to your sister is lovely. I am so happy for you, and see in your letter a genuine 
invitation to her to write freely and to be in touch a lot. I think you’ve couched it very 
elegantly as well. You’ve placed the ball in her court, so that she has a determining influence 
in this relationship and not just you. You ask her questions, show interest in her world and 
her ideas and do it in a very friendly style. You’re showing her respect. (M. Laidlaw, personal 
communication, January 31, 2010) 

 In addition Moira wrote about my action plan, giving me helpful advice about how to 
collect data and evidence, and pointing me towards her internet-book (Laidlaw, 1991). This 
further stimulated me to continue with the rigour of the research and not simply become 
embroiled in descriptive detail. Then on the same day I received this unsolicited letter from 
my sister: 

Thank you for your reflective letter. Yes, do let’s continue with our Monday evening 
conversations. I look forward to them as well. You wrote to me something about knowledge 
and experience. That one can only find happiness within oneself. I will search for that my 
whole life. (Sister, personal communication, January 31, 2010) 

These lines made me happy, because I could discern from her style that she was 
taking me seriously and that she was looking forward to any time we had together. So 
although the research was punctuated at times with doubt, I also recognised this as a normal 
aspect of any research, which relies on hypothesis and trial and error just as action research 
does (Laidlaw, 2008). 

 

g) Other methods of data-collection 

 My action research was being conducted at a distance. It wasn’t possible to meet 
face-to-face with most people I was working with, including my sister. These circumstances 
made the use of the telephone and email mandatory. This kind of data-collection seems 
inevitable in a world in which technology often substitutes for face-to-face encounters. I did 
feel it incumbent on me, therefore, to ensure that how I collected data was rigorous so that 
any shortfall because of geographical distance would be limited.  

 One of the forms of data-collection I used was a questionnaire, although Moira’s 
(1991) chapter in her booklet on Action Research warned against its over-use, as it was 
prone to unwieldiness and invalid results if not handled carefully: “questionnaires are as 
slippery as snakes!” (p.38) I thought a questionnaire might yield some significant information 
if I wrote it skilfully enough with Moira’s help. I realised the questions had to be open 
enough to enable authentic answers, but precise enough so I could elicit evidence. Moira 
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scrutinised all the questions and sharpened them like knives, by which I could anatomise 
truth! (See section headed “Questionnaire” later for more details.) 

 On 10.2.10 I wrote to my sister:  

Our Monday conversations and now the regular email during the week mean such a lot to 
me: they make me happy and help me understand you. If you’ve nothing against it…in order 
to help me understand you better, could I send a questionnaire I’ve written, in the hope that 
you would fill it out in detail? I think this would have consequences for us both, perhaps help 
both of us to develop our personalities. Of course say no, if you want. You have to have the 
choice. I don’t want to force anything. (A. Jauch, personal communication, February 10, 
2010) 

The same day Moira wrote to me: 

I really think it’s great how you’re writing to her. You’re facilitating her to somewhere you 
want her to be, but it’s clearly somewhere she wants to be as well. You remind her of the 
initial purpose of the conversations, show her enormous respect, remind her how important 
it is that sisters come to an understanding if possible. (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, 
February 10, 2010) 

This response from Moira gave me confidence and boosted my self-esteem, which is 
what I believe enabled me to push the research to a deeper level. Whilst writing up this 
report, I received an email from a former friend and co-prisoner (see Appendix G, 
Correspondence), which bears on the way in which I began to write to others in order to 
offer a hand of friendship. It bears on the next section, as the empathy I needed to use with 
my friend was similar to how I was trying to respond to my sister. 

 

h) A breakthrough 

I am showing now an example which I believe to be significant, with an email from 
my sister, because it shows my sister beginning to trust me more. 

Hi, Anke. It’s great that the sun’s shining again. I’ve missed it… *Then a description of an 
incident+… I feel, though, as if I’ve fallen into a deep black hole. I knew it was there, but I 
went ahead anyway. I feel really sad. Can you understand my sorrow, dear Anke? Am I just 
being hypersensitive, do you think? Am I expecting too much of people? I can’t feel happy 
about this. Until Monday, same time. I’m really looking forward to our conversation. (Sister, 
personal communication, February 21, 2010) 

I then wrote to Moira, giving her some details of the letter. 

I think the letter is significant for my research, and it gives me something to discuss with her 
in our conversations. She’s opening up to me now. I feel I have a way in to discuss with her 
her sorrow and where these feelings of sadness are coming from. I would like to think we can 
both come to a place where we can control the expression of our feelings and be more at 
home with them. (A. Jauch, personal communication, February 21, 2010) 

Moira wrote back to me immediately: 
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Her letter is interesting, and very open. She is showing trust in you, it seems. She is revealing 
her vulnerability, and that she’s showing you that seems highly relevant for your action 
research. (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, February 21, 2010) 

From that sequence of correspondence I then wrote in my diary after our next 
conversation: 

At the beginning my sister was somewhat depressed, but which seemed to change during 
the conversation to greater buoyancy and optimism. We laughed about everyday things. We 
also spoke about our childhood. I asked a lot of questions, stayed calm… and was really 
interested in what she was saying. I hadn’t listened like that before, at least I don’t believe I 
had. She liked my response to her letter as well. I apologised nevertheless if I had 
encroached on her too closely, or whether I had asked her things too abruptly. She seemed 
to take my ideas and responses as friendly and helpful. She didn’t feel threatened, she said. I 
was delighted when she told me she’d filled in the questionnaire already and put it in the 
post to me. I really hadn’t anticipated that she’d have done it so quickly. I had actually been 
rather sceptical, to be honest. I asked her if it had been difficult to fill in. Answer: no, not at 
all. Her voice seemed cheerful as she spoke. I could hear her smiling. It all seemed to go a lot 
better than I’d thought it would. She wasn’t at all defensive as I might have expected. She 
seemed to trust me. I am really happy today, and now know I can sleep well. (A. Jauch, 
Journal, February 22, 2010) 

I had asked my husband if he would act as a critical observer of my behaviour, tone of 
voice, general demeanour, as I spoke to my sister. She had in the past accused me of being 
negative towards her. I wanted to ensure that I didn’t give her any false impressions. He told 
me the following: 

You were friendly and open. You both seemed to be laughing a lot. It was nice to listen in, to 
be honest. You were straightforward, like a good teacher, but not a bit bossy. You were 
clearly after the truth, but not to gain power over her. You wanted to find out how things 
really are with her. It seemed to be about whether money was more important than trust, 
your discussion. You were putting forward the idea that trust is more important. I think you 
really led a creative and responsible conversation. (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
February 22, 2010) 

 I recognised a sense of moral regeneration in me. During the conversation I hadn’t 
been aware of any awkwardness, or nervousness. Indeed I had felt relaxed and peaceful the 
whole time. I was pleased with this level of improvement and this gave me the inner 
strength to be more pro-active with my action research. As I entered more seriously into the 
realities of my sister’s life, I found myself more able to empathise with her. I needed to 
develop my listening skills so that I could understand her even more and enter into her life 
more. Through this orientation, our relationship was beginning to change. I was beginning to 
heal the fragmentation between us, and within myself. By concentrating on her and not on 
what I was feeling, I was beginning to heal the breach. And this seemed to be having an 
effect on my ability to fall asleep more easily and also on my dreams. 
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i) More Dreams 

 Jung (1971) writes: “To an extent I take into account the inner curtains of any 
backdrop, and that gives me a kind of security. If one doesn’t see anything, there is no 
security, and there can be no keys to it” (p. 357). As I began to take my inner landscape more 
seriously, I could see more of the context of my problems and distinguish the finer folds of 
concealed negative feelings within, so that I could push them aside and see more of the 
truth. Jung continues: “the dream is a small… door into the innermost regions of the soul… In 
a dream, however, we are entering into a deeper, more universal, truer and enduring 
person” (Jung, p. 417). That night, I dreamt, “I was dead, clear and unequivocal, without 
regret, indeed somehow full of hope” (A. Jauch, personal communication, January 28, 2010). 
Through the telephone conversations with my sister now, I was utilising these dreams to 
shed light on the progress I was making towards building a more harmonious relationship 
with my sister, because that involved making a more harmonious relationship with myself; I 
felt my dreams could highlight this trend more subtly than I could. 

I realised that the analysis of the questionnaire would reveal more detail of the 
growing relationship, as it needed some time to fill it in and a lot of discussion to ensure I 
was understanding the responses sufficiently. 

I need to help her to trust me, differentiate the questions, weigh up each word carefully with 
her, in peace and understanding. I need to show more empathy than I usually do. Instead of 
blundering in, I need to ask her her opinion of the questions themselves, ask her if she can 
think of any better ones to facilitate greater understanding between us. I did that this 
evening, asked her for suggestions and she laughed, said we don’t have to do everything 
tonight, let’s just enjoy the time together. I laughed as well. She was right, of course. Let’s 
spend time just being together, she said. I was so happy because this felt so easy, 
lighthearted, as if we could trust each other at last.  

She said: “I am really glad we are talking again, and that we can trust each other. I feel taken 
seriously and understood, but I have to tell you, I am still afraid that you could hurt me.” 

I replied: “You can trust me. I will overcome your doubt of me and deepen my trust towards 
you as well. I want to understand where you’re coming from.” 

She said: “I am so pleased to get your post, the lovely cards, the emails and our regular 
conversations. Please don’t disappoint me again. You have been so nice recently. I really 
want this to continue.” (A. Jauch, personal communication, March 1, 2010) 

I then wrote to Moira straightaway: 

I listened to her problems, and to one aspect I was able to make a few comments that she 
seemed happy to hear. She said I had become more sensitive to her, said she’d told her 
daughter that. She liked the tone of the questionnaire, said it was interesting. She’d gone 
through it rigorously. I thanked her for her encouragement. We laughed. I cheered her up, 
she said, and was happy to write more in response to the questions on the questionnaire. 
She also mentioned a personal problem about a particular person about which she had a bad 
conscience. We talked it through. She said she felt better for it. It seemed to be a very 
constructive, friendly and harmonious conversation. (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
March 1, 2010) 
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That evening I was able to sleep deeply. I felt another goal had been reached. (See 
Appendix H, Poem from 1978, Jauch, 2009) 

Moira wrote to me: 

You have achieved so much, suffered, struggled, proved, tried out, believed, despaired, and 
now you are coming home. I think it’s fantastic what you are achieving with your sister; 
you’re doing everything carefully and with consideration. Only through our relationships can 
we learn, that destiny belongs to us all. (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, March 2, 
2010) 

 

j) Benefits of the Research 

I was becoming aware of the fact that on this path towards betterment, by trying to 
improve my relationship with my sister my deeper spiritual self felt better. It did me good to 
express myself through this research. I was able, for the first time in 30 years, to hold 
conversations with my sister that didn’t end in tears. When I was able to see through my 
superficial responses of annoyance at a flippant remark and glimpse the connections 
between my responses and the past, I began to be able to see the bigger picture. My inner 
boundaries were dissolving and I believe this was enabling me to see my sister as a real 
person and not as a projection of my own problems. The freedom to be myself, truly myself, 
able to express my true opinion without blame, respecting her opinions at the same time, 
enabled me to access more sources of love for her. Whitehead (2010) describes this 
orientation as energy-flowing values, which contribute to hope for humanity. 

I was now making progress towards my own individuation (Jung, 1971) and 
concentrating on the more positive qualities of my personality. My processes had 
transmuted from controlling others’ behaviour to controlling my own. I had arrived at the 
place where I could say that the Stasi and their values were my enemy and not my sister. I 
had confused the two. Now I realised that the past was the past and I could control its 
effects in the present. I was setting myself free at last. 

 

k) Moira’s influence on my research-progress 

I have gained great challenge and mental support during my research from Moira, 
with her constructive and friendly help. I worked through each of the five questions on the 
action plan in great detail (Moira would write back and tell me how to expand on some 
responses to become clearer). I recognised in the way she responded to my ideas that I 
needed to become more transparent in the way I wrote, and I believe this helped me to 
become more self-reflective. Moira held a mirror up to my writing and asked me to look at 
particular aspects, so that I could develop the skills to self-appraise. For example, early in the 
research: 

Anke: Can we start with something? 

Moira: Of course! 

Anke: My sister is causing me to lose motivation, liveliness. I’m not sleeping well. 
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Moira: That may be so, but I wonder if you need to view this from a different angle. What 
about: “I’ve let her drain me of energy?” Being uncomfortable, is unfortunately an aspect of 
doing action research. (A. Jauch and M. Laidlaw, personal communication) 

 In a response to the fifth action research question on January 28, 2010, Moira wrote, 
“That’s really great, Anke, a testament to your industriousness and humanity. You have 
written fantastically, honestly. I have rarely read something like this at the beginning of a 
research process.” All these positive thoughts gave me courage and caution and strength, 
when I realised that Moira would always be there for me, day or night. It was like hauling a 
dull weight from the depths into the sun. Before a talk with my sister Moira wrote me an 
email: “I’m keeping my fingers crossed for tonight for you. I think it’s great how thoroughly 
you’re doing everything” (M. Laidlaw, personal communication, 2010). That’s the kind of 
inspiration I value from Moira. I feel it had an effect on my whole personality, giving it 
strength and coherence that can be transmuted into something for others to benefit from as 
well. 

 

l) Questionnaire. 

By the above methods of monitoring and evaluation I felt I was on the right lines with 
my sister in terms of determining a more harmonious and fruitful relationship with her. I was 
also taking more responsibility than in the past for how the conversations were going. With 
the results of the questionnaire (see Appendix I) I tried to pin down particular aspects for me 
to work on. The validity of this form of data-collection will only be proved in terms of the 
long-term outcomes for our relationship, however. 

The questionnaire contains thirteen different questions (see Appendix I), which were 
explicitly targeted at particular aspects. All answers were expanded on, apparently openly 
and honestly as far as I can see. My sister’s response to question 12, for example, about 
whether she feels wounded by anything I have said, is telling. She writes: “No, not yet, but 
I’m waiting for the axe to fall” (Appendix I, question 12). All the questions were focused, 
however, on one point: the possible fault-lines in our relationship. Anything I gleaned in 
terms of her emotions and thoughts would be helpful in order to facilitate our 
communications. They seem to point towards the fact that something was improving, that I 
was paying more attention to our psychological and emotional needs. We also seem to have 
a vested interest in a search for the truth of our situation, which is evidenced by her 
response to the 13th question: “How would you characterise our conversations in a few 
words?” She writes: “As a great beginning towards a worthy end. I look forward to our 
Monday conversations” (Appendix I, question 13). A journal entry reads thus: “Our 
conversations are running harmoniously, it seems to me, a joy, with a genuine concern for 
the other. I am really grateful for her answers to the questionnaire.” I included the following 
conversation: 

Sister: Yes, I’ve completed it, because it’s something for both of us, so that we can get closer 
to each other. 

Anke: I’m really pleased that you see it that way too. Your answers will really help us to clear 
up the misunderstandings we’ve had over years and years. 

Sister: Do you know, I’ve really wanted to talk to you again. It’s a good start. 
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Anke:  Yes, it’s a chance for us, isn’t it? We’ve come to a resolution that is really difficult: 
we’ve agreed to talk over the past. Question 4 on the questionnaire shows that. What do you 
think is the most important aspect for us to work on, about these lost years? Is it our 
childhood? Is it my attempted escape, imprisonment? 

Sister: You never wanted to talk about your flight and imprisonment. Whenever I asked you, 
well it was principally, because I wanted to understand what it was like for you, why you 
became like this, I mean how you are now. 

Anke: I’m so moved that you really want to know. Yes, of course we can talk about it. You can 
ask me anything you want. 

Sister: And maybe after that we can talk about our childhood, why you felt rejected by me. 

Anke: Gladly. What do you think about meeting somewhere in person, somewhere neutral to 
talk about our past problems? A halfway meeting-point, perhaps? 

Sister: I’d really like that. I’ve wanted that for so long. (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
March 22, 2010) 

I wrote to Moira: 

The conversation with my sister was absolutely positive. I am really surprised how well it 
went. Her answers really got to me. She was genuinely pleased at the idea of meeting me 
somewhere neutral. Moira, her voice was so full of joy; if it had been up to her I see that she 
would have been at peace with me a lot earlier; it was me standing in the way, not her. This 
action research was the only truthful alternative for me to see what has really been going on. 
I’m really grateful for it all. I hope you can sense my real pleasure. I will go along with what 
she wants. If I’m strong enough to answer her questions about my past and not get upset or 
defensive, then I’ll do it for us both. I think this is a really important goal. This is the tangible 
success of action research. This, now. Fantastic! (A. Jauch, personal communication, March 
22, 2010) 

Moira wrote back: “That’s great news from your sister. It seems to me that she’s 
taking your new relationship seriously. It sounds really optimistic to me. Great!” (M. Laidlaw, 
personal communication, March 22, 2010). My husband said to me after the telephone 
conversation: “You can really be pleased with yourself, because you’ve reached your goal – 
that you can talk in peace and not discord all the time” (A. Jauch, personal communication, 
March 22, 2010). 

A response from my sister about the 11th question about how far her quality of life 
has improved since our relationship improved, went thus: “It makes me happier, because I 
love and need my sister. It makes me stronger knowing that my sister will love and 
understand me again.” This statement shows we seemed to be reaching a mutual agreement 
that suggested longevity as long as we continued to be open with each other. 

With question 6, I wanted to look at the differences between before and after the 
action research. Her answer reads thus: 

Yes, there really is a big difference! Before 2010 I didn’t really trust you. Today I have this 
real belief that we both have a chance to have a loving and sisterly relationship again. We are 
exchanging love and suffering.  
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In previous years it hadn’t been possible for us to hold serious conversations about 
anything. They merely consisted of contradictions, anger, despair, not listening and half-
truths. This situation has radically altered now. I am satisfied with the results of this aspect 
of the research as I believe it bodes well for our shared futures. 

On March 24, 2010 I received, unexpectedly, a postcard-note from my sister, in 
which she says how much she is enjoying our communication, but the next day, however, I 
received an email from her, which seemed to be in complete contrast to what had just 
happened between us. She wrote: 

Anke, in our Monday conversations it’s just occurred to me that my old fears rose up again, 
that my trust could be exploited again. When I answered your questionnaire, my fears were 
suddenly there again, without your being able to do anything about it. But trust is more 
quickly extinguished than built up. Perhaps it’s normal to feel like this at first. We just have to 
be patient (A. Jauch, personal communication, March 25, 2010). 

As I’ve mentioned before, Whitehead (1989) says this about the experience of being 
a living contradiction “in which I live out particular values and their contradiction 
simultaneously” (p. 17). In this situation I discovered the jagged phases of development 
arising from our exploration of our relationship. I recognised this living contradiction. I 
understood the parameters of trust more profoundly. The lack of trust my sister felt towards 
me showed me the depth and scope of the work we still needed to do. If I had been with her 
I would have given her a hug, but I wrote her the following email the same evening: “Thanks 
for being open with me. You’ve helped me to understand things better. I promise you I 
won’t disappoint you again and I await the day when you feel you can really trust me” (A. 
Jauch, personal communication, March, 25, 2010). 

I realised our sisterly relationship was still undermined by the publication of my book 
(Jauch, 2007). In it I had written: 

It’s really good that she had no idea *I was leaving+ otherwise our parting would have been 
unbearable. I said to her: “If we don’t come back from holiday, it means we’ve left!” She 
laughed and said: “You wouldn’t do that, leave us in the lurch. Anke, don’t talk crap!” I 
smiled ironically and replied that I wouldn’t do that, but in fact I did that. I couldn’t stand 
living in our prison-country anymore. I hugged her and she wished us God speed. Indeed our 
parting has been for years and years (p. 17). 

The fact that I did, in fact, leave her shook her trust in me fundamentally. How was 
she supposed to trust me again? I am going to continue to work hard to earn her trust. The 
circumstances around my escape forbade me from taking her into my confidence before our 
planned escape. If she had been an accomplice, then she would have landed in prison 
exactly the same as me. I wasn’t going to do that to her: I had wanted to protect her. The 
processes of the questionnaire amongst others had helped to bring things more clearly into 
focus. 
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m) Summing up so far 

During the course of this research two aspects have come to light:  

First, my duplicity with her about my escape gave her a shock, I believe, that she 
didn’t get over. Her implicit trust in me was gone.  

Secondly, the oppressive regime of the GDR brought people up to lie and deceive and 
betray; it corrupted feelings and thought-processes, denied and twisted values and norms, 
and called them democratic freedom and humanist values. I hadn’t realised how much we 
were both implicated in that truth. Brainwashing tactics over a lifetime tainted us both. The 
destruction of families on political grounds was sanctioned by the government. Feelings of 
hate, envy, anger, ignorance, lack of respect for individuality and intolerance were 
engendered in people as children and fostered carefully through state control over all 
organisations and facilities. It was institutionalised terror. And its links with our present lives 
were becoming ever clearer. 

In the founding laws of the BRD under article one, clause one: “The value of people is 
inviolable.” Amnesty International writes: “Although the formation of the GDR promises its 
citizens fundamental freedoms of expression or of mobility, these rights exist only on paper” 
(http://www.jugendopposition.de/index.php?id=191).  

My sister and I represent a living example of the oppression, dichotomies and legacy 
of a disunited Germany as both witnesses and mementos. Through this Action Research I 
was able to begin the process of freeing myself from this victim-role and overcome my own 
feelings of trauma.  

I believe that it was through my desire to improve something and my unearthing 
what was really going on inside me, that I learned how to approach my sister with integrity. I 
developed different feelings for my sister, or rather recaptured those I had felt much earlier 
in my life. I believe that there is some evidence here to show how far I have come in my aim 
to have a much more harmonious and fruitful relationship with my sister. The answers to the 
questionnaire reveal the motivation to learn and challenge myself. My own strengths and 
weaknesses became more apparent from the responses to the questionnaire and give me 
hints as to how I can help the situation further. 

I believe I can close this phase of my research at this point with a few comments 
about my sister’s responses to it. In order to go further with the research I went to see my 
sister from 12th – 14th July in Hannover. I wanted us to be able to talk face to face, with 
respect and tolerance about the report amongst other things. We talked about the 
publication of the book, I showed her the report, we sat together and drank coffee. On the 
way home I found a note from her:  

Dear Anke, I want to thank you so much for having the idea about the Monday 
conversations, and about how we could work on our relationship. Everything takes time… 
We’re knitting our souls together, slowly and thoroughly. (Sister, personal communication)  

These are strong words and express a sense of mutuality in the outcomes. I believe her 
words suggest a confluence with my own values of harmony and friendliness, about trust 
and hope. To me this outcome represents a movement from disharmony to harmony. I 
believe I have found a pathway through psychotherapeutic processes, attention to dreams, 

http://www.jugendopposition.de/index.php?id=191
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keeping a journal, triangulating data, reading (especially latterly, and thanks to the EJOLTS 
reviewers) such writers of humanistic psychology as Moustakis (1990), and the fascinating 
work of Berne (1983), to what it was I wanted from the research. I believe I have shown a 
rigour in my methods, reflections and actions, which have improved over time. 

Now I want to make a point that feels significant at this stage of the research. In 
England at http://www.actionresearch.net and in Austria’s University of Linz at 
http://paedpsych.jk.uni-linz.ac.at/mitarbeiter/altrichter.shtml the academic traditions 
continue to explore ways forward. I am particularly interested by any tradition of action 
research in German-speaking countries that might extend learning and add to the political 
and media-discourses relating to greater unification in my own country, but as yet I don’t 
know a lot about it. This, however, is ripe for future research. I love my native country and 
feel a personal responsibility in the search for truth and justice in coming to terms with 
Germany’s past, as well as with its present and future. My goal is to meld my own 
personality with that of my research-self, in order to make my outcomes socially as well as 
personally relevant. This report might then be of use in uncovering the difficulties of 
personal and political conflict for the good of human communities more generally. 

I draw now on insights from the mystic Meister Eckhardt in his views on ethics, that 
the measure of ethical behaviour, attitude and insight come from God, but we must take the 
responsibility for fulfilling these aspects by ourselves. In that sense, love of others and love 
of justice need to play a more significant role in our societies, for the basis of the love of 
others, in my opinion rests upon justice. This is seminal to my coherence as a human being. 
If my report is perceived even tangentially to be a symbol of an improvement in 
relationships with others, then it serves as a signpost to the future. My hope would then be 
entirely fulfilled. 

 

Conclusion 

It was a real privilege working with Moira on my Action Research. She gave me a lot 
of her time and lots of encouragement on this pathway towards improvement, trust and 
strength that I might begin to heal my spiritually chaotic situation and to find ways to move 
forward. For her commitment to this process I really want to thank her. On March 1, 2010, 
she wrote to me: “My job isn’t about teaching, but helping you to find the best way you can 
learn.” This has been so true and it is a stance which she has kept to in her facilitation of this 
process with me. 

I am enthusiastic about the outcome of this research, because I’ve been able to 
shake off the mind-shackles the Stasi fettered in me. I have learned how to free myself 
somewhat from my past and to reappraise it. Through the action plan cycle and its five 
questions I have been able to make my own ways more visible to myself, and this has 
resulted in greater energy. I am using some of this renewed energy to be with my sister. I 
want to love her and show her the respect that she deserves. I believe as well that the future 
contains the possibility of further improvements between us. 

I find myself more aware of the preciousness of my life, my family, myself and the 
world. I believe this is called consciousness-raising! With Moira’s and my family’s constant 

http://www.actionresearch.net/
http://paedpsych.jk.uni-linz.ac.at/mitarbeiter/altrichter.shtml
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feedback some of the blocks in my unconscious seem to have dissolved. This action research 
has impacted on the quality of my life as a whole.  

To all those people living under dictators and tyrannous regimes I would like to 
dedicate this action research paper. I want this particularly to apply to those who are 
political prisoners, whose only “crimes” are the desire for freedom, equality and self-
determination. I believe that this research can be done by so many more people in a bid to 
improve the quality of their lives. It is a great challenge. It is a painful process, but the price 
is well-worth paying. It offers the opportunity to become more realistic about the world and 
oneself; to show respect to oneself and others and to grasp in moments a meaning and 
significance in the struggle. I believe we can learn from the past and indeed we need to, if 
we are to live peaceably in the present and the future. 

I am only a guest on this earth, and I would like to leave something positive behind as 
a mark of my gratitude for this hospitality. It is with this in mind that I set myself the task of 
being of service to the friend I mentioned earlier, whose daughter was forcibly adopted (see 
Appendix G). Through our daily emails, I hope to help her become more at peace with 
herself and the world.  

The individual stands as medium between individuality and society and I think that 
gives everyone a chance to make a difference. I want to learn. I want to help.  
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Appendix A 
 

Details of surveillance 
 

 

Figure 1.  Surveillance Form. 
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Appendix B 
 

Socio-historical and legal contexts 
 

To understand the socio-political situation more clearly, you can read about the 
intentions for my continuing surveillance in context here. German victim organisations, 
amongst them, The Union for Victims of Communist Tyranny, for example, demands the 
necessity of an open atmosphere leading to the re-integration of traumatised former 
prisoners of the regime, through sensitive decisions about how best to tackle this on a 
national, local and individual level. I can certainly vouch for the vital nature of recognising 
and taking responsibility for the damage caused to us all. Goodwill isn’t enough from our 
government. My legal applications to date for recognition of the damage done to me by my 
imprisonment have been rejected on flimsy grounds (Jauch, 2009). Before the Düsseldorf 
courts my suit has been running from 2007 to the present day, despite five assessments, a 
specialist lawyer, and the television documentary I took part in in October 2009. 

It remains to be seen where these legalistic judgements are coming from, when lawyers are 
bringing up circumstances that pertained to an earlier state-justice system…We can gather 
that at least 100,000 people continue to suffer from psychological disturbances in the sense 
that they relate closely to post-traumatic stress disorders. (Freyberger, 2003, p. 26) 

I particularly wish to note that this desired reparation isn’t just about money. Instead 
it’s about giving us recognition for real suffering; indeed it’s also about seeking just 
emotional and spiritual recompense and the chance for re-education, because these chances 
have been consistently denied us and have blighted lives. A word of apology from the 
perpetrators would gain the respect of, “17,000,000 East Germans, whose freedoms were 
denied them” (Knabe, 2009, p.22). Social intercourse of any kind between myself and the 
family, and especially between myself and my sister, was ripped asunder, and by the Stasi 
aggressively curtailed when I was arrested as I made to flee the state across the Bulgarian 
border. 

It’s a political and widely acknowledged truth nowadays, that the rift between East 
and West mirrors the schism in individual minds, shown by the fact that: “about 37,000 
people dared to attempt an escape to the West after the building of the Berlin Wall on 13th 
August 1961” (Knabe, 2009, p. 7). I am conscious of the fact that only through intensive 
work, courage and understanding will I be able again to build up a trust between myself and 
the world, and a sense of peace at German reunification, rather than being an observer of 
ceremonies designed to impress the world (viz. in Berlin on November 9, 20096). My 
personal freedom begins in my purified, liberated and loving heart. It’s of considerable 
significance to me what’s in my own heart, and what has left barbs in my soul. This clarity is 
necessary for me for my personal growth, and in a small way, this research is about the 
moral regeneration of a nation. This is the basis of my action research: it’s a process of self-
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th
 anniversary of the coming down of the Berlin Wall in November 1989. 
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clarification in order to take responsibility for my own life at long last, as I see myself as a 
part of the lives of others. 

Before my political imprisonment I believe we were an average and traditional 
family. After my imprisonment: 

…only when I thought of my family, did my world fall apart. What would they think and say, 
when they found out, that their daughter had ended up in prison? They wouldn’t be able to 
grasp it, or indeed understand it. They would see my actions as absurd (Jauch, 2007, p. 31). 

Yes, I felt guilty about having divided the family but need now to rid myself of this 
guilt, because I believe we all have a right to freedom, and with this action research I mean 
finally and for good, to ease my conscience towards my family and learn how to engage in a 
healthier relationship with them all. A deep and painful rift has existed between us from the 
time of my imprisonment in the early eighties, which is un turn symptomatic of the division 
of Germany itself. This division tore apart trust, love and joy, separated us for years from 
verbal communication, warped the fabric of our lives with sadness, anger, mutual 
incomprehension and injustice. Over the years I have tried to understand what I went 
through and what my family went through, and to uncover all the causes of the deep-lying, 
disturbed communication with my sister in particular. “To all those who were psychologically 
affected, provable and specific traumas ensued…and this gives us cause to ensure that we 
make adequate provision for such people” (Freyberger, 2003, p. 28). 

My own moral sense guides me to the belief that a sisterly bond has more than 
personal significance. The communication I want to build with my sister speaks also to a 
sense of what I hold human communication to be about. My values lead me to place an 
emphasis in my own relationships on justice, harmony and validity, which demand of me a 
striving towards improving my actions and insights. My sense of what constitutes a good 
state and system of justice, is similar to my sense of what constitutes a good relationship 
with my sister. Both necessitate taking responsibility for personal and public actions and a 
regard for the truth. I believe that without citizens willing to take responsibility for their 
actions, there is no fair state.Without willingness for me to take responsibility for my actions 
with my sister, there is no sisterly bond between us that can help each of us to grow and 
flourish. When states behave dishonourably, I believe that makes it more difficult for citizens 
to behave with integrity. My ethical responsibility drives me to seek well-being through love 
for my sister and with a sense of the general good, to care about the fate of my own 
country. 
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Appendix C 
 

Attempts to escape, casualties and imprisonment during the Stasi years with 
pictures from readings of my book 

 

In order to give you the background to this action research enquiry, I am giving you a 
look at my imprisonment. I was one of 250,000 people condemned unjustly as a political 
prisoner. 

 
Figure 2. Judgement. 
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From 1963 until 1989 about 33,755 people were sold by East Germany to the West. 
During my attempted escape in 1980 across the border from Bulgaria to West Germany, I 
was arrested by the Stasi, according to Statute 213, declaring any such flight or attempted 
flight illegal. For a year and a half I was sentenced, and served my sentence in the women’s 
prison, Hoheneck (for more information on this prison, take a look at the pictures later), 
until I was bought by the Federal Republic of Germany in July, 1981, where all charges 
against me were overturned (Stasi Records, 1981). I was subsequently told by a BBC 
journalist that I had been very lucky, as in fact many such would-be escapees were shot at 
the border, and such an act had a high kudos for the perpetrators. Indeed such soldiers were 
rewarded by a two-day holiday. 

 

Figure 3. Bounty, Berlin Times, 26 March, 2005. 

 

Every flight-attempt was a wager with death. Such was the pronouncement of Dr. 
Hildebrandt, chairperson of the registered association of Charitable Foundations, speaking 
on behalf of the Berlin-Wall Museum’s contingent, from documents in 1953, pronouncing 
the eastern State as perpetrating crimes against humanity. 
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Figure 4. Victims’ Names. 

 

The museum documents altogether 1303 fatalities. The principal arrest-location 
documents reported that up to 1990, 4444 cases were recorded of attempts to shoot and kill 
or those attacks which were “successful”. This is the draconian regime, criminal, inhuman, 
that leaves behind it a symbol of what the GDR really stood for.  The murdered heroes of this 
dictatorship are due our respect and honour, our commemoration and attestation to the 
world for their suffering and sacrifice.  I want to take the trouble and responsibility to ensure 
that not a single person who gave their lives for peace, freedom and democracy is forgotten 
or silenced. I see this as my moral purpose, for example, to talk about our past in schools, to 
educate young people from a witness’ perspective, what happened to us all. 
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Figure 5. Neuss-Grevenbroich Newspaper, “The Day of German Unity”, October 3, 2008. 
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Figure 6.  Myself at a Book-discussion and 
round-table exploration in the 
memorial site of the Stasi 
Detention Centre, Magdeburg, 
2008. 

Figure 7.  Düsseldorf High School, Lecture 
and Discussion with a Year 13 
group, organised by the 
Institute for German Studies at 
the University of Bochum and 
the Association for the Victims 
of Stalinism, 2009. 

 

In order to let you know just how diseased this regime was, the words of Knabe 
(2009) are helpful here: 

The shoot-to-kill policy was valid until 1989. Erich Honecker, Party Chairman and Chief of 
Defence from 1971, enabled this policy three years after his rise to power. Therefore an 
“unobjectionable” shooting zone needed to be set up. As before, the escapees had to dodge 
bullets, but now it was their comrades who were shooting to kill. (p. 15) 

Those who weren’t shot, risked imprisonment and treatment as a serious criminal by 
the Stasi. There was no mercy for such prisoners, given over as they were to the ruthless 
mob of Stasi officials. I know personally of ten former comrades, whose destinies are still 
coloured heavily by what happened to them during this period. The organisation, Women’s 
from Hoheneck Group, of which I am a member, set up this site at: http://www.frauenkreis-
hoheneckerinnen.de/start.htm, and Knabe, Scientific Director of the Institute of Berlin’s 
Hohenschönhausen7 in his book about the forgotten victims of the Wall, together with 
experts on Stasi-research,  chronicle fifteen authors, including my article, “Home-made 
Flower” about the unjust imprisonments and their corrosive consequences. 

The large number of confined people corresponded to the “improvements” of a dictatorship: 
the powerful knew that shooting unarmed escapees would damage their international 
reputation. Breakthroughs – most serious when under the gaze of the world – should be kept 
out of the limelight. The authorities continued to improve the hinterland of the Wall, such 
that fleeing criminals could be kept away from the prying eyes of the western world. 
Captured fleers were designated as the State’s most dangerous criminals, and disappeared 
often for years, in prisons or concentration-camps. (Knabe, 2009, p. 9) 

                                                        

7
  Hohenschönhausen was a prison in Berlin during the Stasi-period. 
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Appendix D 
 

Arrest 
 

On July 14, 1980, I was arrested at the Bulgarian border with my husband. Because I 
grew up protected and closeted from the political contexts I hadn’t a clue about the way 
power operated in my country. My youthful belief in justice and truth were to make my final 
realisation of the unjust realities traumatic in the extreme. 

“Halt! Passport!” My hands began to shake, my heart beat rapidly. What was going on? We’d 
never taken seriously the idea of being caught, and neither of us had a clue about what was 
awaiting us. I wanted to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. Only anger, unspoken anger, rose 
up in me (Jauch, 2007, p. 27). 

On the 14th July, as my husband and I had looked across the Bulgarian-Yugoslav 
border, we were lost and hesitated, as our maps gave us nothing explicit on which to base an 
escape-route. And soon, I was reduced to this: 

Cell no. 5. Bang! The door clanged shut. Solitary-confinement: the hole was 2.60m by 1m in 
size; wooden slats for a bed; a toilet-bucket; a canister of water. Just like a film, standing in 
front of the cell-door, it could only be a dream, and I was dumbstruck. Full of despair and 
fear I asked myself: What have I done to be treated like this? Imprisoned like a common-
criminal. I only want to be free. Everyone has that right. It became clear to me in the months 
that followed, how dear was the cost of our freedom. These thoughts became crystal clear to 
me. (Jauch, 2007, p. 31) 

My understanding began to fragment on account of this denial of freedom, being 
arrested on the open road, without being read our rights or anything comparable. Our 
presence there was all the evidence they needed to take us hostage. We never actually got 
as far as crossing the borderland, indeed we were simply walking along the road towards the 
border when we were arrested. In actual fact, we had not by then done anything illegal at 
all, yet still we were arrested and treated as criminals. This distinction is probably difficult for 
anyone to understand who hasn’t gone through it. It was this fact that began the split in my 
personality. 

Despair, naked fear and unconsciousness overcame me. When I came to, I pleaded 
the wherabouts of my husband, who had been torn from me. I perceived my own 
powerlessness: all I could was ask, but all answers were denied me. I wondered what would 
become of us, when we could be incarcerated for such an offence. From that day I can date 
my own loss of confidence in the world. Questions of freedom, justice, truth, peace and 
freedom took on whole new dimensions in my conscious mind. And now I had the time to 
contemplate them, and to develop my strength of character, which I would need to do in 
order to survive. It was the only way I knew how to ensure that I remained life-affirming and 
respectful of myself. My trust in others was broken, thus I had to trust in myself. Thoughts of 
the truth and goodness I could stand for kept me somewhat physically, as well as 
psychologically, healthy. My belief that one day I might be reunited with my husband, lead a 
normal life and have a child, born in freedom, justice and peace, kept me sane. 
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Appendix E  
 

Hoheneck Prison 
 

The Bulgarian State-prison’s transportation took effect by a Stasi-hired plane to 
Berlin. From there Stasi-officials drove me in a prisoner-coach, disguised as a small network 
bus to an unknown destination. The inside of the bus was compartmentalised into small cells 
for prisoners. I sat for hours squashed cheek-by-jowl with others, forbidden to talk, in pitch 
blackness. I later learned that I had been taken to my hometown, Leipzig, to their 
Interrogation-Centre at Stasi Central Office. 

A chart shows how many political prisoners per plane-load made the return-journey 
from the socialist countries back to the GDR.  

 

Figure 8. Repatriation Table 
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Contact with my family was brutally curtailed, which was a source of suffering to 
them all, and I believe now, to my sister in particular. This result fractured our family-
dynamics, traces of which can be seen to this day in our relationships (Jauch, 2009). About 
these night-time interrogations I wrote in Knabe’s book: 

…The interrogator pressed the start-switch of the recording device, pointed the microphone 
at me, after which many hours elapsed, the interrogator drank liberally, and arrogantly 
fragrant cup after cup of coffee. My throat was as dry as dust after hours of answering his 
questions, the air in the room was torpid, my hair was stiff with grease and grime, since I 
hadn’t been able to freshen up at all from the time when I was arrested. I was hungry and 
thirsty, drained by this unfamiliar situation. At 12.30 am he switched off the recorder, picked 
up the telephone-receiver. “Number 2 to Cell 28 to be fetched now.” (p. 275) 

…I was without a name now, I was X. In front of the cell-door, the uniformed officer said to 
me in a grating voice, “Don’t sleep. I’m coming to get you soon.” During this free half-hour I 
brushed my teeth and washed my hair with curd-soap. Only thoughts of my husband kept 
me going through the next six hours. I was exhausted, and at the end of my physical and 
psychological strength. (p. 276) 

In order to reveal the processes of a hearing, I’m directing you to an original 
Stasi-document (Figure 9). 

These hearings weren’t recorded and led, apparently spontaneously by the 
interlocutor. I was during my imprisonment permitted to send a weekly written A-5 
“newssheet” to my parents, and because I wanted to say so much I developed extremely 
small handwriting, which I have to this day. I wanted to inspire in them courage and offer 
consolation for what they were also going through. Once a month I was permitted to receive 
one side of A-5, as more wasn’t allowed to reach me. At least we had contact, even though it 
was under extremely stressful circumstances. It goes without saying that it was utterly 
forbidden to offer any background details of our confinement.  

In our cells, we learned how to communicate covertly as well. The days were 
gruelling, and through a series of alphabetical knocks on the thick walls, I had conversations 
with other inmates, and learned something of their fates, so I never felt entirely alone, then 
this building was chocker-block with people similarly longing for freedom and justice. That all 
my knuckles bled because of the communication meant nothing to me, then there was great 
displacement-value in hearing how other people were getting along. When my peers were 
being interrogated, I walked up and down the cell, head held high, and recited to myself out 
loud poems by Goethe, Schiller, Erich Kästner and even my own poems. Those moments 
seemed to me the most peaceful I spent in Hoheneck, when the spirits of the poets seemed 
nearest to me. I felt their words as living documents, my thoughts were free, even though 
my physical self was imprisoned. 

Despite the fact that I was in miserable circumstances, it was a key discovery: to 
sense a strength in myself, an emotion akin to gratitude at having chosen this path, even 
though that might sound macabre. I realised that the course of my life lay within myself, that 
my will and sense of self were themselves worthy goals, that I could trust myself, love myself 
and respect myself because I truly wanted freedom  and peace for myself and others. I 
would take responsibility for my life and get through this ordeal, regardless of how long it 
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lasted, regardless of what would happen to me. I was going to cope. Those were also the 
words I spoke to myself at that time. 

 

 

Figure 9. Hearing Protocol. 
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Through the enduring physical inactivity I wasn’t sleeping well, but I felt rested even 
though my spirit had constantly to work hard. The evenings and nights seemed endless, but I 
used them for contemplation. Every evening I trawled through my memory and brought 
forth memories from my childhood, my parents and my sister, and worked them through 
with great pleasure. I believe it brought me some insight to go through distant experiences 
and join them up with the present. It’s true to say I never had such time for reflection after I 
was freed. In vivid primary colours I painted my future, which revivified my fighting spirit and 
which I used as a springboard to freedom of the spirit. 

In order to show you something more of the rationale of the Stasi, you’ll see from the 
following document about being taken into custody on 14th July 1980 in Bulgaria, and taken 
to the Leipzig Interrogation Centre on 17th - my arrest wasn’t made public until 19th August. 

 

 

Figure 10.  Arrest Documentation. 
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For five weeks, therefore, I was kept without any formal charges and thus without 
any due process. After months of interrogation my indictment was presented for signature 
by the authorities. Trial was set for 14th October 1980. 

I was nervous. What happened during such a process? I was the accused. I’d see Matthias 
*husband+ again and I wouldn’t be allowed to talk to him. And my parents and my sister. 
What was it going to be like? What would they accuse me of? That I wanted to lead my own 
life? That was why I was being condemned? What utter nonsense! What injustice! Matthias 
had to sit behind me and with horror I realised he’d been made to wear heavy, clanking 
handcuffs. My eyes were full of tears, as I saw my mother, father and sister as well. They 
looked so sad that I felt I couldn’t bear it either. But I smiled at them bravely, waved at them, 
wanted to show them that I was all right, wanted to give them courage and hope. As often as 
possible, I smiled at them and tried to make eye-contact with them. The High Court officials 
entered the room, a judge who wasn’t representing our right to freedom *he judged 
according to the state-laws of course, which had nothing to do with truth). It seems to me 
that we should have been the judges, the court-officials, because we knew more about the 
truth than they did. I despaired about the regime that had overtaken us. Everyone present in 
the gallery was asked to leave as this trial wasn’t to be conducted under the eyes of the 
people! (Jauch, 2007, p. 85) 

 

Hoheneck Prison and my Creativity. 

My emotions on the demeaning twelve-hour train-journey were subsequently 
expressed in poetry. The feeling of pure terror, a sense of being at the mercy of others, of 
worthlessness as well took its toll on my already battered spirit. Only through rigorous self-
discipline and belief in myself did I manage not to give in to insanity and despair. 
Determination of purpose and a love of self gave me the strength to keep the monsters of 
chicanery at bay. But I wasn’t left untouched by it! 

November 
Today is the day 

When creatures are sent to slaughter 
Not pigs 
Not deer 

No 
It’s people. 

 
It’s snowing 

We’re freezing 
Heavy chains at our ankles 

Guarded by people 
Ice-cold in countenance 

How this day 
Twitches no muscle. 

 
In the train, it’s cold 

We travel long 
A way no one knows 

A way shrouded in misery. 
(Jauch, 1981) 
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The women’s prison, Hoheneck, the barbed-wire castle, stands on a mountain on the 
edge of the Erz-Mountains, south west of Chemnitz. For 140 years it had already been a 
place of physical and psychological torture for thousands of girls, women and mothers. It 
served for forty years under the Stasi as a place of detention and torture of women whom 
the State considered undesirable elements in their political structure, and whose inmates 
worked for them in a treble-shift system. And this was a lucrative business for the GDR, as 
their work brought in about 1.4 million D-Marks. At each shift I was expected to sew a 
contingent of 1200 stockings. After a preliminary training session, we were all expected to 
fulfil the quota. Failure to do so resulted in punishment, like loss of post, no monthly visits 
and up to 21 days in solitary confinement. 

 

  

Figure 11. Outside Hoheneck Prison. Figure 12. Safety-net. 

 

 

Figure 13.        Water Chamber. Figure 14.  Inner courtyard. Photo taken on 
family visit in 2006 after 25 years. My 
daughter was appalled. There were no seats 
in 1980. They were added later. 
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After the work-shift we followed the military contingent to the mess, and then 
wandered about in the courtyard. Then we were locked in our cells again. With 24 other 
prisoners I found myself in a courtyard of 25 square metres cells with by-day proscribed 
three-tiered bunk-beds, two tables and shelves. Next to this space was a metre-wide 
washing wing with five basins and two toilets. 

  

 Figure 17. 2009. I show the television crew, 
ZDF, the cell in which from 1980-1981 I was 
held. 

Figure 18. The washroom for 24 women. 

 Almost two thirds of the long day was spent vegetating in this room under inhumane 
and humiliating conditions. The only rays of light were created through out conversations, 
dreams with like-minded people. A quarter to a third of us were political prisoners. We were 
at the bottom of the same category as murderers, war-criminals, dangerous maniacs and a-
socials. In my cell I found myself with three other political prisoners. For my compulsory 
work activities in the first month I had to work in searingly hot conditions, standing up the 
whole time, and on a conveyor belt keep to my quota. Later on I switched to working with a 
sewing machine, which was easier. 

 

  

Figure 15. “Water-Cell”. The Hoheneck Society 
lay white roses as a remembrance at this site 
every year. 

Figure 16. In this forbidden area, trained 
Alsatian dogs barked night and day. 
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It was particularly difficult when the roll-call incurred all our possessions being 
strewn about the floor, as we arrived back from the nightshift to an inspection, and saw, for 
example, how all my carefully-hidden poems had been found and destroyed. As the guard 
watched over me in the freezing cold shower-room, she crumbled cakes and biscuits from 
my parents into the flowing water, or ate an apple that my sister had brought with her, 
exaggerating her enjoyment of it. She told me how any contact with my husband was now 
impossible; sometimes I was punched in the face by a hard fist, trained for the purpose, or 
winded in the stomach by well-aimed kicks until I fell unconscious. These left not only 
physical bruising, but psychological consequences of nervousness and night-fears that I have 
since had to work out of my system. 

I tried to concentrate on ethical questions in my mind. First, what kind of people 
could behave like this? Brutally violate another in these ways? Secondly, when did these 
guards stop having a conscience, and believe that what they were doing was in the cause of 
right? And thirdly, what exorbitant power must this illegal state possess to be able to treat 
people like subordinated puppets? The fourth question that I pondered upon was this: can 
brainwashed people be exonerated from their actions? 

Today, as I write my action research inquiry, I can honestly say that I didn’t feel like a 
victim, who looks back on her actions then and doubts what she did. However, I don’t 
believe that some of the perpetrators have sufficiently examined their consciences, because 
these people haven’t publically asked for forgiveness for their actions. When I look back on 
these events I still feel the pain of them, and the reels of horrors play in my mind still. By 
researching into my past, and into my country’s divided past, I have begun the painful 
process of laying some of these unruly ghosts to rest. 

The town of Stollberg, where the prison is situated, published an important 
document, a collection of dates from 1244 up to 2001 with their related events: “Prisoners’ 
ashes were retained for six years before burial in the Chemnity Cemetery” (Stollberg, 2002, 
p. 170). 

Elke L., one of the victims, entered the following in the records: 

In 1973 captured whilst trying to escape, put on trial, convicted, Hoheneck, departure, 
crowded cell with 56 other women, 6 attempted escapees, fifty criminals, beatings, harsh 
words, waist-high water dug-outs, wooden beds on stilts, prisoners’ clothes cut from old 
uniforms, watched like criminals, eavesdropped, everything relayed to the guards, religious 
services difficult to attend, scanty nourishment, hair-loss, dental decay. (L. Elke, personal 
communication) 

 The most important learning I gained from my imprisonment was the ability to 
distinguish between what is and what is not important, and an incisive insight into what 
truth and justice mean to my life and to my personality. It stems from that time, my desire to 
enjoy friendship and a good relationship with my sister, and also to help those who were 
similarly incarcerated to cope with the legacy of abuse and captivity. 

 The University of Bochum, through its German History programme, runs witness 
programmes, of which I am a member, and takes oral and visual history into schools. By 
taking my ideas and values into schools, by showing them through my living example, what it 
meant to be the victim of a rogue-state, I aim to bring issues of justice into the forefront of 
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young people’s lives. This is another reason why this action research inquiry is important to 
me: it enables me to understand more about what happened and its impact on myself and 
others, and to put those things right that are my responsibility. I want, in other words, to 
find ways to heal the relationship with my sister that was so damaged by my imprisonment. I 
believe only love will eventually heal the breaches that were caused at that time. 

 On 2nd July 1981, I was sold through Dr. Vogel, a Berlin lawyer, to the West8. It was 
probably the most significant day of my life. I held a Certificate of Freedom from the State’s 
Citizenry in my hands (see next photograph). As I received back my old clothes in exchange 
for my prisoner’s uniform, I cried as my husband was returned to me as well, and I could 
hold him in my arms again. I had survived. We had both survived. We were now free. The 
psychological price we had paid for this was the last thing on our minds. As the prison-doors 
opened we clung to each other and entered the bus already waiting for us, and journeyed to 
our new lives in the West.  

                                                        

8
  The number of political prisoners was reckoned to be between 150,000 and 250,000 people, an 

estimation by a former State-secretary A. Relinger who was involved on behalf of West Germany in 
negotiating the freedom between 1963 and 1989 of about 33,755 prisoners at a cost of 3,5 billion 
marks. Wikipedia at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inner_German_border gives more details about this. 
The price per head was about 90,000 marks. A confidante of Honecker and a handler for the state in 
this so-called humanitarian matter, was Professor Wolfgang Vogel. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inner_German_border
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Figure 19.  Discharge paper. 

 

On this day 80 other prisoners were being conveyed to West Germany, in part-
exchange for the spy Günter Guillaume. We had been sold, but we didn’t want to think 
about that on that momentous day. These inhuman trafficking gave the State 3.5 billion 
marks and the perpetrators still have fat pensions on the proceeds, while their victims get on 
as best they can. 
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The years melt away. Yet there are still grandmothers, mother, daughters and 
granddaughters who cannot forget the spiritual and physical torments, which they weren’t 
allowed to squirrel away for a later date. The Stasi didn’t just incarcerate escapees, no, 
whole families were arrested to prevent possible escape. So it happened that mothers, 
daughters, granddaughters and even grandmothers were thrown into Hoheneck women’s 
prison. And it isn’t just political prisoners who suffer to this day from the excesses of the 
Stasi regime, but my own relatives, parents, sister and my daughter are implicated in it all as 
well. They suffered with me as I relive the tortures of those days and have, God forgive me, 
brought them into the family home. 

As a result people were betrayed, prevented from certain jobs, or any job at all, curtailing of 
their human rights, refused education, matriculation, travel, became victims of the “justice” 
system, had their personal and professional relationships destroyed; parents had their 
children forcibly adopted, suffered social isolation, harassed even to suicide. (“Stasiopfer,” 
2010)  

 In order to lead a life with personal responsibility, which is what I aspire to, I want to 
end this section with a quotation from the psychologist, Carl Jung, as it sums up for me one 
of the facets of the abuse of power and what I experienced myself: 

A big society, consisting of many splendid people, compares, however, in terms of morality 
and intelligence rather well to a stupid and brutal animal. The bigger the organisation, the 
more unavoidable it is that it can be awarded a prize for immorality and blind stupidity, and 
one’s individuality goes to the wall. This process begins at school and becomes a 
universalising principle. It rules everything that the state has a hand in. Without freedom, 
there is no morality. (Jung, 2009) 
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Appendix F  
 

Poem 
 

Sister 
Sister, 

I’d like to 
take you in my arms 

relieve you of 
your troubles 

your tears 
cheer you up 
in your soul 

Lighten your burden 
things 

that worry you 
release them 

regardless  
of how much 

regardless 
how heavy. 

Let me hold you 
in my arms. 

(Jauch, 2006) 
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Appendix G 
 

Correspondence about and with my friend, a fellow-sufferer at Hoheneck 
 

A letter from my friend about my writing. 

I want to wish you all the best for your writing. I’d really love to read what you’re doing, so 
that I might understand more how you put so much energy into it. This must be so difficult, 
given that it arises out of great suffering. (friend, personal communication) 

I replied the same day. 

The strength to continue with this research isn’t coming from anger or despair, rather from 
an interest in being open and searching for explanations of the truth. Several students from 
Berlin, Bochum and Canada are writing their dissertations about the Stasi-dictatorship. There 
still aren’t really any coherent academic publications, though, from witnesses and victims of 
the horrors to life and limb and mind and soul of those times, and especially not in any detail 
of the degradations to which so many were put. (A. Jauch, personal communication) 

 My friend is a victim of the Stasi-machine. She was arrested during the seventies, 
during a botched attempt to flee the country; her year-old daughter was taken away from 
her and given up forcibly for adoption. To this day she receives no constructive help from the 
government in her predicament as she attempts to make reparations to her daughter for a 
mother’s loss. That’s a very telling example of the might of the Stasi-regime and its long-
lasting effects. Despite 20 years since the fall of the Wall, no help has been forthcoming to 
her, and the psychological effects on her have been devastating. Since 2007 I have been 
corresponding with her on a daily basis by email, in which we support each other, 
particularly in relation to our shared past. It seems to me to be an ontological responsibility 
for me to support her, and that has become more the case since I began my action research. 
I believe it also deepens the significance of the work I am doing with my sister. Each facet of 
the research seems to highlight each of the other aspects – our Stasi past, our dissolved 
relationships, our warped lives, our struggle for health and security and fulfilment. 
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Appendix H  
 

Poem from 1978 (Jauch, 2009) 
 

 

Alone 
The way is long 

Grey are the stones. 
 

Stone for stone 
Like a big family 

They all belong together. 
And yet – 

Each stone is alone. 
 

It’s separated  
By the earth. 

And only destiny 
Brings them together. 

 
It cries 

when it rains. 
It laughs 

when the sun shines. 
 

When it’s dark, 
It’s empty and lonely 

On the street –  
They’re all alone. 
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Appendix I  
 

Questionnaire, issued on February 10, 2010 
 

1) Can you tell me whether our communication in the last few weeks has improved, 
and if so, how and in what ways? 

Sister:  Yes, of course it has. We’re talking to each other for a start! 

Anke:  Big improvements, more friendly, preparedness to listen to, and empathise 
with the other. 

2) What has changed in concrete terms in the communication? 

Sister:  We’re talking without shouting at each other, without reproaches, or trying to 
wound the other. We’re listening. We’re interested in each other again. 

Anke:  Mutual understanding, more peaceful, harmonious, no aggression detectable, 
more trusting, happier, more tolerant. 

3) What sorts of feelings do you experience during the telephone conversations? Can 
you describe them closely? 

Sister: I’m slowly beginning to feel that I have a sister, and detect her interest in me. 
Warmth, trust, I’m beginning to feel these things again. 

Anke: Feelings of respect and acceptance, mutual consideration, trust and feelings of 
happiness at coming closer to my sister. 

4) What could be improved still in your opinion? (Topics for discussion – could you 
suggest some? length of the conversations, mood, atmosphere) 

Sister: I’d like to learn again that I can trust my sister, but I still have nagging doubts. 
I’d also like to work together through the years we were separated. A slow 
return to our past. Insights into our shared childhood interest me as well, and 
then all the stuff about the attempted escape, the arrest and prison.  

Anke: To go into more depth together about our childhood experiences, talk about 
what it was like for her in 1980 after my arrest, her divorce, everything I don’t 
know, because I want to know everything. 

5) What do you think about the way we’re communicating? 

Sister: It’s more open, honest, considerate and friendlier. I can really sense she’s 
interested in me. 

Anke: More relaxed, friendlier, more contented, balanced, more honest, greater 
engagement, nicer, more focused. 
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6) Are there differences between 2009 and now. What differences between then and 
now? 

Sister: Yes clear differences! Before 2009 I didn’t really trust my sister at all. How I 
have a firm belief that we have a chance now to have a loving, sisterly 
relationship if we work at it. We’re trying to share our sorrows and our joys. 

Anke: There wasn’t really any communication between us before. We didn’t listen, 
couldn’t talk anything through, always at odds. Now, there’s friendliness, 
understanding, listening, talking something out, accepting of opinions, 
showing interest, honesty, openness, respect and joy. 

7) Which feelings did you have during our communication in 2006 until 2009? Which 
feelings were the most unpleasant for you? Could you elaborate? 

Sister: Feelings of sadness, disappointment, anger, fury, sometimes blind hatred, 
when my spirit felt betrayed and wounded again. I often felt misunderstood, 
BETRAYED. There was a lot of misunderstanding there. I was sometimes 
pleased when I didn’t hear anything from her. 1000 times better than being 
hurt. 

Anke: Confusion, pushed into a corner, feelings trampled on, no support, unhappy, 
defenceless, speechless, perpetuating lies, misrepresented, no time for me, 
telephone calls without importance, squeezed between shopping, work, life. 
Words twisted, falsified, never listened to, despised, complained at, abused. 

8) What positive or negative outcomes have arisen for the family as a result of our 
renewed communication? Examples, please. 

Sister: It’s easier for Mum now. She’s not standing between two daughters anymore. 
It’s a joy for her, for all the family. People on the fringes of a strained 
relationship always suffer. We have for their sake to make the most of this 
opportunity to put our relationship right again. 

Anke: Building family unity is very important. Matthias (husband) finds it easier to get 
on with both of us together now. There are no arguments about her anymore. 
I’m not so worried about everything. S. (daughter) seems more secure about 
the situation as well. K. (niece) is pleased that she doesn’t have to defend her 
mother to me anymore, and there seems more respect across the family. For 
Mum there’s a calmer relationship with her two daughters, as we are 
demonstrating that we are a united family, despite past differences. 

9) What do you see as the point of our continued endeavours? 

Sister: Of course it’s important “to keep the ball rolling”. We’re not there yet, at a 
loving, understanding, accepting sisterhood, but we’re working on it. There’s 
still a way to go. I have been longing for years for a relationship with my sister 
that is relaxed, meaningful, loving and respectful – somehow, somewhere, it 
went astray. 

Anke:  The development of our personalities has enabled greater understanding 
between the two of us. We’re getting at the roots of the problem and turning 
them to the light of day. After a while, if we manage it, we’ll have a more 
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meaningful relationship, one that rewards everyone. Joy and happiness 
engender health. 

10) What would you still like to see improved in our communication? 

Sister: Further interest in the other, listening, not interrupting. Working through our 
pasts. An honest participation in the life of the other. 

Anke: More relaxed and deeper conversations, lasting seriousness and 
comprehension for each other. Exercising respectful ways of communicating, 
making conscious what it is we like about the other. Trying to put ourselves in 
each other’s shoes. Openness. 

11) Can you say how far your quality of life has improved through a more friendly, 
consistent and harmonious communication between us? 

Sister: Yes, it simply makes thinks happier, because I love and need my “little” sister. 
It matters a lot to me to know and to sense that I have a sister who loves me 
and wants to understand me. 

Anke: My sleep-disturbances and nightmares have gone, reactions to being 
incarcerated are waning, I feel stronger, braver, more self-aware, happier, 
more open, more relaxed, calmer. Negative thoughts from unjustified 
reproaches are gone. Real pleasure in the Monday conversations. Feelings of 
genuine interest and pleasure during the conversations. 

12) Have you felt yourself to have been hurt by me since the beginning of the 
conversations? Give instances. 

Sister: No, not up to now. But I’m still afraid of the knife! 

Anke: I sense respect from her, and acceptance, honesty and a serious interest about 
what matters to both of us. No, my feelings haven’t been hurt since 21.1.10, 
our first conversation. 

13) How would you characterise these conversation in simple words? 

Sister: A good beginning towards a good end. I look forward to our conversations. 

Anke: Clearer, brighter, friendlier, more interesting and honest. 


