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Deference and Disruption in Political Interaction

I will be examining the traces of political action left by political actors in the floor debate of the Weimar
Reichstag—a case where the multiparty system, and the complexity of the space of alliance, led to complicated
political maneuvering until the end, at which point there was an utter collapse of the possibility of politics. To do
this, | propose to use formal textual analysis, concentrating less on the substance of what people say and more on
how they reference one another and respond to one another. While floor debate is rarely a good place to learn
what political actors think, it can be an excellent place to examine how parties signal their willingness to move
about in a space of alliances—to increasingly affiliate with some and disaffiliate with others. In particular, | am
interested in how parties signal their willingness to move closer to others on future issues, as well as how some
party members may signal their interest in possibly abandoning their fellows and shifting parties. (We can partially
assess parties’ willingness to affiliate with others by examining their future alignment in terms of voting, and
individuals' willingness to shift parties on the basis of later changes.) They do this, | propose, in large part by
continually adjusting their degrees of politeness (deference) when reacting or referring to others. Rather fine
differences in degree of deference, however, can be communicated only in a relatively “quiet” parliament. Where the
overall level of emotion runs high, subtle signals are likely to be washed out, and one of the things | am interested in
is whether and when the extreme parties (Communist and Nazi) made it difficult for other parties to maneuver
politically. | am also interested in the fact that there were partisan differences in the respect with which
representatives were treated—many hard-right nobles may have been treated with surplus deference because of
their titles, age, fame, or military service, and many working-class representatives were perhaps treated more curtly
despite their willingness to conform to parliamentary norms—Dbiases that could interfere with the capacity to signal.
I also will look at how some actors deliberately contravened norms in order to signal to their (outside) constituents
the authenticity of their opposition to the parliamentary regime, but sometimes at the cost of being absent for
critical maneuvering with insiders.
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