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Americans harbor somewhat ambivalent feelings about Germany. On the one
hand, many observers remain skeptical: This is true especially of the indi-

viduals whose families suffered during World War II, who hold deep-seated re-
sentments against the country. Seeing Nazi crimes as the embodiment of ultimate
evil, many intellectuals remain deeply suspicious of the claim that the country
of the perpetrators may have reformed. Even prominent journalists such as Jane
Kramer of the New Yorker and Mark Fischer of the Washington Post are more
interested in the dark past than in the changes that followed. On the other hand,
other commentators are more charitable: Most soldiers and businessmen who
have lived in the Federal Republic fondly remember a friendly and hard-working
people that seem to be much like their own. For instance, while fighting in the
Vietnam jungle, many GIs dreamed about being stationed “back home in Ger-
many.” More recently, President George W. Bush somewhat misleadingly cited
the transformation of the Germans after World War II as justification for his
democratic crusade abroad.

These contradictory evaluations rest on a disconnect between the preva-
lence of negative Nazi memories and a lack of appreciation for the positive
transformation during the last half century. For instance, in his indictment of
“eliminatory anti-Semitism,” Daniel J. Goldhagen paints a vivid picture of the
complicity of ordinary Germans but suggests without further explanation that
somehow the country miraculously transformed after 1945. Compared to the
academic attention devoted to exploring Hitler’s seizure of power and the effort
to educate the public about the crimes of the Holocaust, the difficult process by
which the Germans distanced themselves from nationalism and rejoined the
international community thereafter remains underexplored. Almost any volume
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with a swastika on its cover will attract attention, since it promises to satisfy the
fascination with ultimate evil. But attempts to explain the subsequent material
and moral recovery tend to languish because its success is somehow taken for
granted.

Seeking to redress the balance, in this book I intend to tell the neglected
story of the struggle to rehabilitate the Germans after Hitler. It is important not
only to analyze what went wrong in the past but also to point out how things
were put right again after the Nazi catastrophe, since recovering from dictator-
ship and atoning for massive crimes is an issue facing other nations beyond
Germany. Due to the magnitude of the culpability and the extent of the devas-
tation during the war of annihilation, it seemed hardly likely in 1945 that this
damage could be undone and the chief culprit actually be reformed. The harsh
confrontation of the Cold War that divided not just Germany but Europe and
other parts of the world did not make this laborious process any easier. Who
should receive the credit for the successful transformation—the victorious pow-
ers or the defeated themselves? What measures worked best to reorient an en-
tire political culture—compulsion or incentives? Such questions indicate the
need to not just address failure but to explain success.

For analyzing the postwar transformation, the scholarly literature is only
somewhat helpful because most works frame the issue in institutional rather than
cultural terms. The English-language surveys by Anthony J. Nicholls, Henry
Turner, as well as that by Dennis Barck and David Gress, provide much basic
information on general developments, but they neglect East Germany and re-
main state-centered. Political science studies such as the leading textbook by
David Conradt offer useful material on the formal government structure, yet
they do not pay enough attention to the underlying shift of attitudes. Major
German reflections by Axel Schildt, Anselm Doering-Manteuffel, and Heinrich
August Winkler point to the important process of Westernization but fail to
confront the problematic nature of that concept. Only Mary Fulbrook and Peter
Graf Kielmansegg come close to addressing the question of cultural transfor-
mation, but even they often lapse into expository narratives.

My own views differ from these authors because I write from a Euro-American
perspective that does not quite fit the popular interpretations on either side of
the Atlantic. Born during the war, I grew up and was educated in Germany, but
I came to the United States over four decades ago to receive my academic train-
ing. The division of my institutional responsibilities between the Lurcy Chair
for European Civilization at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and
the directorship of the Zentrum für Zeithistorische Forschung in Potsdam has
deepened this sense of cultural hybridity. Even though I am at home in both the
German and American discourses, I sometimes feel like an outsider who is
tempted to challenge the basic assumptions of each. Thus, the following
reflections emerge from a transatlantic double perspective, which seeks to de-
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scribe the extent of and explain the reasons for the transformation of my coun-
try of birth to skeptics in my adopted home.

In this book I propose the thesis that a collective learning process took place
after Hitler, bringing the Germans back from perpetrating unspeakable crimes to
a sincere commitment to human rights. Unlike the intellectual preoccupation with
German efforts to deal with the Nazi past (explored by Charles Maier and Jeffrey
Herf), this investigation focuses primarily on the practical lessons that a disori-
ented people drew from their past misdeeds. My analysis pays particular atten-
tion to the relationship between the outside interventions of the United States and
the Soviet Union and the inside insights of the minority of anti-Fascist Germans
who were ready to make a new start. In an attempt to integrate both postwar his-
tories, I contrast the Western consequences drawn from the catastrophe with the
Eastern efforts to learn from disaster. Since the transformation was a drawn-out
process, I concentrate here on three different stages of its development, starting
with the postwar period, then focusing on the 1960s, and concluding with the 1990s.

After exploring the alternative of Westernization, I settled on the concept
of “civilization” as a standard for evaluating the metamorphosis of the Germans.
While postcolonial critics have correctly condemned its misuse as justification
for sexist and racist repression, several reasons support this terminological
choice. First, prominent contemporaries, from Hannah Arendt to Franklin D.
Roosevelt, used the notion of a German deviation from the values of Western
civilization as a key argument. Second, in modifying the Sonderweg thesis, the
Israeli-German historian Dan Diner suggested that the Holocaust constituted a
rupture of common ethical norms, a veritable Zivilisationsbruch. Third, the sur-
prising resurgence of the concept of “civil society” as a rejection of Communist
dictatorship and as a characterization of voluntary social activism links the two
dictatorships with each other. Therefore, “civilization” may serve as shorthand
for the struggle for human rights.

The methodology used to plumb the relationship between structural trans-
formations and changes in popular consciousness combines an analysis of in-
dividual experiences with a study of public discourse. Following the suggestion
by the essayist Sebastian Haffner, I proceed from the criterion of the influence
that events had on the lives of ordinary people, and thus I investigate the incre-
mental changes in the beliefs and behaviors that shape everyday life. A critical
history of the learning process must address both personal reactions to dramatic
events and collective debates about key social and political questions. The sub-
sequent observations therefore draw on the individual diaries, autobiographies,
and memoirs located in novelist Walter Kempowski’s comprehensive collection,
as well as on numerous conversations with eyewitnesses. Since personal accounts
are generally limited to the early years, the later chapters also have to rely in-
creasingly on print media and other public materials in the Press Archive of the
Otto-Suhr-Institute in Berlin.
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This source-based reflection seeks to answer the key question concerning
the aftermath of the Nazi catastrophe that makes this an exemplary case: How
did the Germans succeed in rising out of the physical destruction and moral
degradation created by the war of annihilation and Holocaust for which they
were to blame? Addressing this problem entails a reconstruction of the distanc-
ing from aggression and authoritarianism by eventually embracing a Western
conception of human rights. This same issue confronted the former members
of the Third Reich in Austria, as well as the Axis allies in Italy and Japan, thereby
suggesting comparisons of the differences in their rehabilitations. Moreover,
other attempted transitions to democracy in Latin America, the Mediterranean,
and Eastern Europe have had to cope with similar problems at a later time. Thus,
at the heart of this study lies the issue of the German “return to humanity” that
the Social Democratic jurist Gustav Radbruch demanded in 1947, and, by im-
plication, the more general question of recovering from criminal dictatorship.
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The completion of such a large undertaking requires the practical help and
intellectual stimulation of many colleagues, only a few of whom can be men-

tioned here. I thank Walter Kempowski for granting me access to his rich col-
lection of autobiographies and Marianne Kerkhoff for helping to select relevant
folders of press clippings. In addition, I express my gratitude to Christa
Schneider, Inge Schmöker, and Katja Stender for helping with the original Ger-
man version of the text. Moreover, I am greatly indebted to Brandon Hunziker
for preparing a draft translation into English, which I revised based on sugges-
tions by Susan Ferber of Oxford University Press, and to Samara Heifetz for
compiling the index. I am also grateful to Michael Geyer, Rüdiger Hohls, Jan-
Holger Kirsch, Christoph Kleßmann, and Helga Welsh for selflessly reading the
manuscript and offering instructive criticism. Similarly, my thanks go to mem-
bers of the Zentrum für Zeithistorische Forschung in Potsdam, including Hans-
Hermann Hertle, Peter Hübner, Michael Lemke, Thomas Lindenberger, and
Martin Sabrow, who turned the last years into a graduate seminar for their di-
rector. Finally, I acknowledge that these reflections are an attempt to answer the
question raised by my North Carolina graduate students: How could a country
that produced Hitler and the Holocaust transform into a new, peaceful, and
democratic Germany?
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Rupture of Civilization

3

The full horror of the Nazi dictatorship was only revealed as the end of the
war drew near. The “unbelievable spring” of 1945 had finally brought the

fighting to Germany—tank treads shredded fields, grenades blew holes into walls,
and firebombs torched entire city blocks. Under the energetic attacks of the
Allies, the battlefronts, hastily reinforced with poorly trained adolescents and
older men of the Volkssturm, began to buckle, and the once mighty Wehrmacht
crumbled into a mass of civilians who sought above all to evade capture. Not
heeding Joseph Goebbels’s nihilistic call to resist the enemy at all costs, millions
of members abandoned the Nazi Party. While those in the upper echelons got
themselves to safety, minor Nazis simply hid their uniforms, hoping that the
victors would overlook them. As one journalist wrote, “Everyone is abandon-
ing Adolf and no one had anything to with the regime.” At the same time, the
greater German Empire began to crumble, with ever larger pieces of territory
occupied and the surviving prisoners of war, forced laborers, and concentra-
tion camp inmates liberated. Once public administration began to falter, civil
order dissolved, water and electricity failed, supplies ran out, and the streets
became unsafe.1

Looming defeat evoked mixed feelings among the German people. As the
journalist Margret Boveri noted at the end of April in Berlin: “Not much is being
said about the war. Still, it’s obvious that everyone has had quite enough of it.”
But first one had to survive the final battles and get through the occupation,
which held a new set of dangers. To be sure, no longer having to fear being killed
came as a great relief. Nevertheless, the arrival of the victors brought new wor-
ries of plundering or raping troops, bent on revenge. “Now they have me,” an-
other woman described her rape; “I scream, I scream . . . behind me the cellar
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door thuds closed.” Above all for committed Nazis, patriots, and members of
the military, the laying down of arms was a defeat. One soldier felt “extremely
bitter about how we have been betrayed. So that’s what we have fought for dur-
ing six years, that the Russians are here and we don’t know whether our fami-
lies still live and where they are.”2 But for members of the resistance, forced
laborers, and concentration camp prisoners, the arrival of the Allies meant a
genuine liberation that offered hope for a better future. In the rest of the popu-
lation, feelings of deep loss alternated in bewildering succession with the intoxi-
cating joy of survival.3

The terrible legacy of the Hitler dictatorship becomes strikingly clear in
the impressive photographs taken by the American photographer Margaret
Bourke-White as she rode with advancing GIs into the Reich in 1945. Her pic-
tures show the bleak landscapes of scarred ruins, mountains of rubble, blasted
bridges, destroyed industrial sites, burned-out houses, and broken machines
of war. Not only could suicide victims and individual graves be seen, but also
charred bodies hanging from barbed wire and mountains of corpses stacked
in front of concentration camp ovens. While the well-fed and imperious faces
of Nazi devotees reflect their success in the Third Reich, the more sympathetic
countenances of the regime’s opponents are marked by deep furrows, and the
oversized eyes staring out from the hollow-cheeked faces of the victims seem
to plead for mercy. In contrast, the victors look confidently into the camera
and, despite all prohibitions, have already begun to fraternize with willing
“Fräuleins.” Between the bombed-out houses, in the ruined factories, on the
packed trains, and across the pot-holed roads, however, life seemed to go on,
in spite of everything.4

Such shocking images bear stark witness to the destructive consequences
of a regime that had overstepped the boundaries of normal warfare with its war
of annihilation and mass genocide. While the level of physical destruction was
truly breathtaking, the moral disaster was perhaps even greater. Not surpris-
ingly, uncertainty about the future ran rampant. Because the extent of the
defeat suffered by the Third Reich far surpassed that of Imperial Germany after
the First World War, one question after another confronted the dazed popula-
tion: Would the hated Germans be allowed to survive at all, or would their lib-
erated neighbors exact a bloody revenge for the crimes that had been committed
against them? How would the occupation powers deal with this defeated people
—would they divide the country up and demand steep reparations, or would
they grant them a minimal sustenance so that they might live on somehow?
Would the Allies ever permit their former enemies to reconstitute a more civi-
lized domestic order and return as an active subject to international affairs? The
“contempt of the civilized world” that Hitler had engendered thus formed both
a prerequisite for and an obstacle to any new beginning for Germany.5
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The Shock of Inhumanity

The discovery of the ghastly war crimes in early 1945 triggered a deep, world-
wide revulsion that darkened the German name for decades to come. Overshad-
owed by the final battle for Berlin, rumors about the murder of over 5 million
Jews in Auschwitz and elsewhere seemed at first too unimaginable to be believed.6

But gradually, reports of the liberation of “3000 living skeletons and 2700 un-
buried bodies” from the underground V-2 rocket factory Dora (Nordhausen)
and of the “horror marches” of Allied POWs began to trickle out to media around
the world.7 Still, it was the liberation of the Buchenwald concentration camp
near the city of Weimar by American troops in April 1945 that provided unde-
niable proof. The deplorable condition of the 21,000 inmates, many of whom
stood close to death, as well as the records of the prisoner committee that ac-
counted for the murders of 32,705 people, banished any lingering doubts. “What
I saw was so horrible,” reported the journalist Harold Denny, “that I wouldn’t
have believed it, if I had not seen it myself.” Revolted by such “trained sadism,”
he vowed: “The world must not forget such things.” Denny went on to describe
how one liberated Russian, pointing to the murderous Hygienic Institute of the
Waffen-SS, commented ironically: “And so, the Germans are civilized!”8

To disprove the popular claim of “We knew nothing,” the U.S. military
forced 1,200 citizens of Weimar “to see for themselves the horror, brutality and
human indecency that they perpetrated against their ‘neighbors’ in the notori-
ous Buchenwald concentration camp.” According to New York Times reporter
Gene Currivan, the tour of this “death factory” began first with a look at pieces
of human skin that had been processed into tattooed “parchment” for use as a
lampshade. “The German people saw all this today and wept. And those who
didn’t weep were ashamed.” Next came the “scientific laboratories” in which
human experiments, including deliberate infection with typhoid fever, were
conducted, with a death rate of 98 percent. From there the tour proceeded to
the barracks, where the “stench, filth, and misery defied description.” The no-
torious torture chambers and the all too frequently utilized gallows were not
left out, either. But worst of all was the crematory, in which corpses lay piled on
wagons like wood, waiting to be burned in three modern ovens. Indeed, “They
saw sights that brought tears to their eyes, and scores of them, including the
nurses, fainted.”9 Even if many patriotic Germans initially did not want believe
the reports and images, one thoughtful observer knew that it would be impos-
sible for them to deny the crimes for long: “We were, however, appalled by the
ghastly reports on the conditions of the liberated concentration camps which
reached us.”10

Confirmed by the discovery of additional camps in Bergen-Belsen (Lower
Saxony), Dachau (Bavaria), and Sachsenhausen (outside Berlin), the “indisputable
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evidence” could only have hardened the Allies’ position on Germany’s future
after Hitler. To overcome the lingering skepticism of “what were called German
atrocity stories” from World War I propaganda, the U.S. military commissioned
the former prisoner Eugen Kogon to draft an official report on the “extermina-
tion factory” at Buchenwald.11 Numerous U.S. congressmen, leading military
officers including General Eisenhower, and journalists also visited the liberated
camp to convince themselves of conditions that were “almost indescribably
horrible.”12 Shocking images of emaciated prisoners and mass graves served to
strengthen the advocates of a punitive policy such as Secretary of Treasury Henry
Morgenthau, who along with President Franklin D. Roosevelt, believed that the
German people “must have it driven home to them that the whole nation has
engaged in a lawless conspiracy against the decencies of modern civilization.”13

The more crimes that were uncovered, the more difficult it would become for
moderate, realistic policy makers such as Secretary of War Henry Stimson to
argue that a Carthaginian peace would resemble what the Nazis had done to their
victims, namely “be a crime against civilization itself.” Nevertheless, both sides
in this debate agreed it was essential not only to repair the short-term damages
wrought by Nazism, but also to break decisively with the long-term, problem-
atic traditions of German political culture that were, at least in part, to blame
for them.14

For the Germans, the defeat also accelerated the process of distancing them-
selves from the Third Reich but did not necessarily lead to an acknowledgment
of their own responsibility for its crimes. An American opinion poll taken at
the beginning of June 1945 revealed an apparently helpless population, which
generally held the Nazi leaders responsible for the catastrophe and therefore
demanded “the elimination of all traces of the Nazi Party.”15 “The German has
become a pariah among other peoples,” wrote one bewildered woman from
Hamburg. “Germany’s honor has been taken by the cruelties which one crazy
idea inflicted upon innocent people.” She went on to muse: “That such a thing
could have been caused by Germans, nobody would have thought possible. . . .
That Germany, which proudly counted a Goethe, a Schiller, Humboldt or Kant
as its very own possessions, could sink so low.”16 Only in exile did intellectuals
like Thomas Mann achieve a more profound analysis of what he called “our
disgrace.” He understood the “romantic counterrevolution against the . . . ra-
tionalism of the Enlightenment” as the chief source of the “hysterical barbar-
ism” of the Nazis and therefore called for a return to the values of Western
civilization.17 To a critical minority of independent observers and anti-Fascists,
it was clear that a fundamentally new beginning was necessary in every respect.18

As they became known, the contours of the “cold-blooded, scientific mass
murder” of the European Jews also cast a shadow over the Potsdam Conference,
which was supposed to show the way forward to a “genuinely recivilized Eu-
rope.” Despite practical problems facing the Allied administration, the ending
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of German sovereignty on June 5, 1945, already pointed in the direction of strict-
ness.19 It came as little surprise, therefore, that the initially provisional but then
final decisions of the three great powers concerning the future of Germany sought
both to punish and rehabilitate. In light of the millions who had died at the hands
of the Third Reich, the demand for military security and material indemnifica-
tion by partitioning off the eastern territories as well as imposing considerable
reparations seemed entirely appropriate. An editorial in the New York Times
described such conditions as “hard and restrictive,” as they aimed “to change
the direction of the German mind, strip the nation of its war-making potential,
change and decentralize its economy.” In short, the Potsdam communiqué tried
to turn the industrial powerhouse of Europe back into a country of agriculture
and peaceful domestic production. Yet for the German people, these conditions
of demilitarization, denazification, and decartelization were not altogether
“hopeless,” as they would give them the chance “to prepare for the eventual
reconstruction of their life on a democratic and peaceful basis.”20

The Allied resolutions put an end to the uncertainty that loomed over the
first few months of the occupation and, as General Eisenhower saw it, offered
clear terms for step-by-step rehabilitation. “We also were dejected about the
communiqué of the Potsdam Conference, which we tried to interpret,” wrote
the journalist Margret Boveri in her diary. Especially in divided Berlin, people
argued “almost always on the basis of the question: East or West”—that is, Bol-
shevism or Americanism—and whether one “could not perhaps still make, in
place of an either-or, a third choice of one’s own.” The liberal Jewish academic
Victor Klemperer, who had barely survived the Nazis’ racial persecution, was
nevertheless also devastated: “This shrunken, small Germany will become a
wretched agrarian state lacking in independence and with no chance of regain-
ing its strength.”21 While the majority of “depressed and disgruntled” Germans
did not understand “why the outside world blamed them for the crimes” of
Nazism, some members of the decimated elite—for example, the conservative
historian Gerhard Ritter—attempted to salvage the better qualities of the na-
tion. Although people still argued over the direction and extent of the required
reforms, it became clear to most that militarism and nationalism had driven
Germany to misfortune.22

However problematic, the Nuremberg trials were a necessary attempt to
avenge by judicial means the “violation of the conventions of civilization”
wrought by the Nazis’ crimes. “All the human and material loss that Europe has
suffered since Hitler came to power, including the blood of 5,700,000 Jews that
were systematically exterminated, was laid to their criminal machinations.” The
indictments focused on a rising scale of accusations, derived from the treaties
of the League of Nations, from the preparation of Germany for war (charge one)
to the waging of aggressive wars (charge two), and to violations of the traditional
rules of warfare through the conduct of a war of annihilation (charge three).
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The charge of “crimes against humanity,” a reaction to the ghastly images from
the concentration camps, added a further juristic innovation that applied to the
“extermination, enslavement and deportation of civilian populations before and
during the war” and to “persecution on the basis of political, racial, or religious
grounds.” This fourth charge made clear the Allies’ attempt to respond not only
to Germany’s culpability for the outbreak of war and the brutality of its con-
duct but also to the previously unimaginable quality of the crimes against non-
combatants. By avenging these violations through a legal process, the Nuremberg
trials sought to reaffirm the principle of human rights for the future.23

The German population regarded this spectacle of war-crime trials, which
were held in the city of the former Nazi party rallies, with mixed feelings. For
some observers, “a boundless lust for power and ignorance came to light, com-
pletely free of inhibitions and a maniacal experimentation with people and na-
tions.” Still, despite the scrupulous correctness of trial procedures, the Nazis’
defenders had little difficulty casting it as “the justice of the victors” because
Soviet crimes, such as the mass shootings of Polish officers in 1940 in the Katyn
Forest, were also attributed to the Nazis. Nevertheless, the horrific courtroom
images of many individuals and organizations that were reported in newspa-
pers, newsreels, and educational films (“Death Mills”) did not fall entirely short
of their intended effect. As a result, U.S. surveys discovered that roughly half of
the German population considered the punishment of the perpetrators to be
just. The partial confessions of the participants, moreover, confirmed many of
the charges, while the relatively mild sentences for members of the former elite—
for example, Minister of Economics Hjalmar Schacht—also demonstrated the
possibility of a successful individual defense. All told, the Nuremberg trials bol-
stered the impression of the leading Nazis’ guilt. At the same time, this unprec-
edented experiment in international justice also contributed to a feeling of
exculpation among the population since many Germans could now claim that
they had either known nothing of the crimes in the first place or had only fol-
lowed orders handed down from above.24

Under the tutelage of the occupying powers, the process of rehabilitation
was likely to be long and arduous, especially since the Allies increasingly dis-
agreed on the goals and methods of the necessary transformation. To be sure, a
“strict policy,” which, along with the required denazification, deliberately sought
to weaken the Germans economically and cripple them politically, was quite
popular in Washington and Moscow. But it was equally obvious that such a
course would hardly convert a defeated people to democracy. Pragmatic policy
makers, like the head of the U.S. military government in Germany, Lucius Clay,
advocated instead a “positive program” that included incentives for the diffi-
cult physical reconstruction, as well as suggestions for the more problematic
reorientation of public life, that lay ahead. At the same time, some observers
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bemoaned the existence of a “political vacuum” that forced the defeated popu-
lace to choose between the competing models of American democracy and So-
viet communism. Finally, it was by no means clear whether there would be
another central German government or whether the resumption of political life
would have to take place according to the ideological views of the occupation
power in its respective zone.25

From the perspective of the Germans, still filled with self-pity, the condi-
tions for democratization did not seem to be particularly favorable. Only a small
minority, above all the regime’s opponents and its victims, actually greeted the
defeat of the Wehrmacht as a liberation from the dictatorship.26 Although the
majority of the population rejoiced at the end of the war, many also felt resent-
ment against the victors and disappointment at the failure of the Nazis’ prom-
ises: “They lied to us and betrayed us” was a sentiment felt by many. While
American interviewers may have found “a latent and possibly deep-seated feel-
ing of guilt about the brutality of the German Wehrmacht,” the almost “com-
pulsive yearning to talk” seemed designed more to blur individual responsibility
and attribute blame to the Nazi bigwigs.27 The search for decent German demo-
crats thus proved largely futile, since the majority still seemed to be held cap-
tive to authoritarian patterns of behavior, almost instinctively cozying up to the
occupation powers. Upright Christians, untainted by affiliation with the regime,
along with Social Democrats, who were “ready to clean house” and would thus
risk a new political start, were by contrast scarce commodities.28

Given the extent of the Nazi crimes, the renewed attempt at rehabilitation
after 1945 demanded a considerably deeper intervention than that required after
1918. To prevent future rearmament, the victorious powers insisted on “uncon-
ditional surrender,” complete occupation, the end to sovereignty, and legal
punishment of war criminals. In light of the massive air bombardments, the
carnage on the eastern front, and the flight and expulsion from the eastern ter-
ritories, many conquered Germans realized that total defeat would bring more
drastic consequences than at the end of the First World War. Despite all denials
of individual responsibility, the enormous extent and the new quality of the
crimes committed during the war of annihilation and genocide could hardly be
disputed—especially since thousands of witnesses, be they surviving Jews, former
slave laborers, or liberated prisoners of war, still found themselves in Germany.
Perhaps more than anything else, this unimaginable shame would render the
internal rebuilding of a constitutional state and international readmission into
the world community a lengthy process. As Karl Jering, a young intellectual,
bluntly put it, “our ostracism is the result of our betrayal of human civilization.”29

It remained to be seen to what extent the victorious occupiers and the uncom-
promised minority among the occupied would succeed in the necessary cleans-
ing of Germany’s political culture.
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Interpretations of Nazi Barbarism

Contemporaries and later observers have had great difficulty in explaining the
causes of the relapse into Nazi barbarism. American war-time interpretations
employed the model of a German deviation from Western civilization, which
they considered to be a self-evident standard. Yet it should not be forgotten that
the idea of a “Western civilization” had only emerged at U.S. universities after
the First World War as an answer to the question, posed by returning soldiers,
why farm boys from Iowa needed to die in the trenches of Chateau Thierry. In
short, this notion suggested a shared evolution of human rights and democracy
among the Western powers, though not the Russian allies, who did not fit the
progress of liberty. Ironically German intellectuals during the First World War
also emphasized the dichotomy between “heroes and hucksters,” as sociologist
Werner Sombart put it, or, “culture and civilization,” in the words of Thomas
Mann.30 In this way, introductory courses in philosophy and history propagated
a universally understood concept of humanity derived from the Enlightenment,
suggesting that the Hitler dictatorship ought to be condemned as deviant. The
German catalogue of sins could thus seem to extend from the sixteenth to the
twentieth centuries, starting with the authoritarian Reformation and territorial
fragmentation of the Holy Roman Empire, proceeding to Prussian militarism
and Romantic irrationalism, and culminating in the pushy imperialism of the
second German Empire.31

Interestingly enough, Soviet intellectuals also developed a critique of German
barbarism that hinged on the notion of civilization, albeit defined by Marxist stan-
dards. The traditional Russian respect for German culture led to a polarized
analysis in which the progressive visions of “bourgeois” humanism and the labor
movement were placed in stark opposition to the reactionary interests of the
Junkers and capitalists. In contrast to the Western emphasis on historical con-
tingency, which located Germany’s deviation from its model in various histori-
cal turning points such as 1848, the Marxist understanding of fascism was based
above all on an economic analysis of class structure, which saw Nazism primar-
ily as the product of the crisis of international monopoly capitalism.32 While
Western “error analysis” favored limited institutional reforms as a corrective,
the state-sanctioned “anti-Fascism” of the GDR demanded that a radical social
transformation precede any political rehabilitation of the Germans. At the same
time, the focus of the Communist Party critique on the traditional elites tended
to exonerate the majority of nominal or small-time Nazis.33

In the Federal Republic, the American notion of Nazi deviance, now pre-
sented as the thesis of Germany’s “special path” (Sonderweg), gained widespread
acceptance by the late 1960s, especially among the younger generation of intel-
lectuals. Positive experiences with Western civil society through exchange pro-
grams and personal contacts made them receptive to the critical interpretation
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of the German past that had been formulated by refugees from Hitler. At the
same time, the concept of German deviance offered an answer to the question
of structural continuities that had been raised by the Fischer controversy, a heated
debate among historians concerning Germany’s responsibility for the outbreak
of the First World War. Moreover, the methodological shift from political his-
tory to a history of society (Gesellschaftsgeschichte) facilitated the importation
of the methods and theories of the neighboring social sciences. The cumulative
effect was an interpretation of the German past that emphasized the long-term
weaknesses of the middle class, the belated formation of the nation-state, and,
as sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf claimed, its subsequent incapacity for democracy.
In this interpretation, the Third Reich no longer appeared as a deviation from
but, rather, as the logical consequence of German traditions.34 A further strength
of the Sonderweg perspective was that it helped motivate a new kind of political
engagement aimed at breaking with those negative traditions that lingered in
the Federal Republic through a rigorous liberalization of society.

During the last two decades, the concept of a German Sonderweg has evolved
further toward a vision of Westernization, thereby only compounding its prob-
lems. In the early 1980s British historians Geoff Eley and David Blackbourn
caused something of a stir by strongly objecting to the basic premise of the
Sonderweg thesis. Since it was not Germany but England that deviated from the
general European pattern of modernization, the empirical basis for the critique
leveled by scholars like Hans-Ulrich Wehler and Jürgen Kocka was simply
insufficient.35 Out of the ensuing debate emerged a modified version of the
Sonderweg concept, which now emphasized, in Heinrich August Winkler’s
formulation, “the long road to the West,” stressing the Westernization of the
Federal Republic. Nevertheless, it still assigned primary blame for the Nazi ca-
tastrophe to the specifically German tradition of a Reich, an empire that became
conflated with a nation state.36 This interpretation correctly points to Germany’s
geographic shift westward, its political and economic bonding to the West, as
well as the Americanization of its consumption and popular culture. And yet
this view also treats the West as an unreflected standard, failing to scrutinize its
historical liabilities such as slavery, imperialism, and exploitation and presents
an idealized image that has long since been discredited by feminist and post-
colonial critiques.37

As an alternative to the Sonderweg thesis, the German-Israeli historian Dan
Diner coined the concept of a “rupture of civilization at Auschwitz” during the
“historians’ controversy” of the 1980s. The roots of this neologism can be traced
to the profound horror expressed by the émigré Hannah Arendt on hearing
reports about the mass murder of the Jews in 1943, which went far beyond all
military necessity: “It was truly as if an abyss [had] opened. . . . Everything else
could have somehow been repaid, [but] not this. This should never have been
allowed to happen.” For Diner, therefore, the crime of Auschwitz constituted a
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“far reaching, fundamental rupture” that touched “the very foundations of cer-
tainty about civilization” itself, therefore undermining the most basic premises
of human coexistence. “The bureaucratically organized, industrially imple-
mented mass extermination means something like the repudiation of a civiliza-
tion whose thinking and actions adhere to a logic that required a minimum level
of mutual trust.” The extermination of a people for the sake of extermination
alone not only infringed on universally valid norms of ethical behavior but
also, at the same time, repudiated the hopes for secular progress that began
with the Enlightenment. At stake was thus more than just the suffering of the
Jews: “Auschwitz stands as a universal problem, a problem of humanity.”38

The rapid colloquial spread of the term “rupture of civilization” indicates
that the concept possesses a considerable intuitive appeal. Unlike Western no-
tions of deviance or Marxist class analysis, this neologism explicitly addresses
the “moral stigma” of the Holocaust as “an attack on the entire foundations of
humanity and civilization.”39 In so doing, the notion of a “rupture of civiliza-
tion” raises new historical questions about the enigmatic meaning of the term
“civilization” that go well beyond the anthropological analyses of Norbert Elias,
concerning the control of individual emotions and the state’s collective mo-
nopoly of power.40 At the same time, the concept underlines the troubling con-
nection raised by the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman between modernity and
genocide: “The Holocaust can only be understood as a failure of civilization (that
is, of rationally guided human behavior) to tame morbid instincts or anything
else that remains of nature in people.”41 Even if the inflationary use of the term
threatens to reduce it to an empty catchphrase, “rupture of civilization” is able
to stress more clearly than other concepts (such as “zero hour”) that the crimes
committed during the war of annihilation and the Holocaust are the necessary
point of departure for any history of postwar Germany.42

The related concept of civil society, which is enjoying a surprising revival,
offers a possibility for specifying the meaning of civilization still further. The
idea of a sphere of societas civilis outside of one’s own house but still below the
purview of the state was understood in the political theory of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries above all as a demarcation from nature and barbar-
ism. Through economic exchange, cultural creativity, and social emancipation,
the civilizing of society could be considered a progressive process that would
enrich human coexistence. While English thinkers proceeded more from the
assumption of the compatibility between civil society and a constitutional state,
continental critics such as Immanuel Kant furnished the concept with a poten-
tially antiabsolutist connotation by stressing the self-organizing voluntarism of
citizens.43 Providing an alternative to the discredited notion of “bourgeois soci-
ety,” the concept of civil society resurfaced as a keyword of antidictatorial criti-
cism in Eastern Europe, helping dissidents to justify their campaign for restoring
human rights during the 1980s. Suggesting a hope for a kind of democratic self-
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realization beyond both economic necessities and political constraints, the con-
cept also began to reverberate once again in the normative discussions of West-
ern intellectuals.

In order to function effectively as a yardstick of political development, the
concept of “civil society,” however, requires a historical definition that clarifies
its various contending meanings. According to Jürgen Kocka, its most impor-
tant attribute is social self-organization through the free association of citizens
for the pursuit of collective interests in the public sphere. Another significant
dimension concerns the norms of civil intercourse among citizens, nonviolent
sociability, and a relationship between states that is not marked by militaries
and militarism. At the same time, the concept also implies cultural civility along
with religious tolerance, civic courage, and a sense of responsibility for the com-
munity. A more problematic but still vital aspect is economic self-regulation by
means of an unrestricted market, which effectively allows individuals to pursue
their own economic interests. Finally, civil society entails civic involvement in
both local self-government and national rights of democratic participation.44

When viewed as a complex web of relationships, civil society emerges not as some
codified condition or fixed ideology but as the product of a dynamic process that
seeks to foster peaceful exchanges among various elements in society.

Focusing on these core features of civil society might help explain wartime
perceptions of the Nazi’s breach of the values and practices of Western civiliza-
tion. To internal critics, the extension of party control over all aspects of soci-
ety appeared as a perversion of free associations of citizens into compulsory
organizations of subjects. Likewise, external observers understood the glorifi-
cation of violence against dissenters as preparation for military aggression against
Germany’s neighbors. Nazi victims viewed the consequences of religious, racial,
and political intolerance as the cause of their persecution, while German prole-
tarians as well as foreign slave laborers perceived the ideological subordination
of the economy as the reason for their own exploitation. Though some Nazi
followers were still inclined to balk at the question “Are we the barbarians that
newspapers of the entire world call us?,” the disastrous results of the war of
annihilation and the Holocaust also made it abundantly clear to the rest of the
Germans what the consequences of the blind faith they had put into their Führer
were going to be. Because the Third Reich had barbarized society in nearly every
respect, recivilizing the Germans demanded a fundamental reversal of political
culture.45

In contrast to the Sonderweg thesis, the concept of a civilized society there-
fore offers a more comprehensive standard by which to measure the evolution
of different states. Unlike the notion of Westernization, it does not rely on an
idealized model of the victorious Western powers, whose own history is marred
by considerable racism, imperialism, and exploitation. Instead, the utopia of a
civil society is the product of progressive European and American thinkers,



14 Introduction

including such eminent Germans as Hegel. While civil society embraces the dis-
cussion of “bourgeois society,” it does not refer primarily to the bourgeoisie as
a class or, for that matter, to citizens as members of a state.46 At the same time,
the normative character of the civilizing concept might help avoid the pitfalls
of portraying the rehabilitation of the Germans as an uncritical “success story”
of modernization and of postulating a teleological progression from a bad past
to a better present. The very violation of this standard by both the brown and
the red dictatorships makes the deadly ambivalence of modernity itself all too
clear, while the manifest imperfections of the democracies illustrate a frustrat-
ing incompleteness of realizing their own ideals.

Toward a History of Rehabilitation

The dramatic rupture of civilization by the Nazi dictatorship poses a key ques-
tion for any postwar history: How could the Germans, after unspeakable crimes,
find a way back to the civil society that had already begun to take shape before
1933? Perceptively, the political scientist Peter Graf von Kielmansegg suggests
that “it was the catastrophe that rendered the Germans capable of democracy.”47

Conservative observers maintain that the decisive steps in the transformation
already occurred in the second half of the 1940s with the currency reform, the
promulgation of the Basic Law, and the founding of the Federal Republic. In
contrast, liberal intellectuals criticize the incompleteness of the changes, stress-
ing the need for further reforms by the social-liberal coalition, as well as the
generational revolt of the 1960s. Similarly, Marxists denounce the Federal Re-
public as a continuation of fascism, if now in a modern guise, and consider the
anti-Fascist, socialist German Democratic Republic (GDR), quite simply, the
better Germany.48 Even after the collapse of communism had decided the com-
petitive struggle between the two states clearly in favor of the Federal Republic
of Germany (FRG), the timing, causes, and degree of the Germans’ postwar
rehabilitation remain open to dispute.

The learning processes, both personal and collective, that aimed to prevent
a recurrence of oppression, war, and genocide must therefore be reconstructed
historically. In contrast to the unwillingness to learn after the First World War,
the even more severe conditions after the Second World War seem to have
fostered a drastic change of political outlook among Germans.49 How did the
processes of individual reflection about social learning from the “German mis-
fortune,” with its “taste of disgust, sickness, and insanity” that were apparently
“incomparable to anything in history,” proceed? What were the consequences
of the shocking rupture of civilization for specific realms such as attitudes to-
ward the military, understandings of the nation, and the organization of the
economy? The mental transformation that did occur in spite of much resistance



Introduction 15

raises still more difficult questions: Was the superior power of the victors, which
encouraged an opportunistic imitation of their rhetoric and forms of behavior,
primarily responsible for the changes? Or did the destruction wrought by Na-
zism, which Germans experienced firsthand, along with the shameful crimes
published in the media, so thoroughly discredit racist nationalism that they
provoked a search for untainted values?50

On several different levels, in this book I approach the long and diffuse pro-
cess of rethinking that occurred in the defeated society, which both rejected tra-
ditions and continued to use them as anchors for salvation. A first focus of analysis
is the attempt of individuals to come to terms with their own past, encouraged by
hiring practices that demanded the presentation of a convincing account of their
activities in the Third Reich. A second subject is the effort made by groups such as
student clubs and institutions like churches to explain their more or less enthusi-
astic collaboration with Hitler’s system. A final topic is the public debate about
the implications of the Third Reich disaster, because it perhaps more than any-
thing else helped to create the conditions for a renewal of political life at the na-
tional level. In all these different arenas, Germans simultaneously tried to make
sense of their disparate experiences with Nazism, defeat, and occupation in order
to chart political options for the future. To convince a Cold War public of the
correctness of their views, they constructed ideological discourses, which tried time
and again to deduce lessons from what had happened.51

To capture this halting learning process, in this volume I focus on the practi-
cal rather than the intellectual ways in which Germans dealt with their problem-
atic past. While many people continued to equivocate about their own complicity
in dictatorship and war, the tasks of rebuilding forced them to draw pragmatic
conclusions from their experiences during the Third Reich and subsequent de-
feat. The controversy between leftist critics of the repression of guilt and right-
wing apologists of a need for healing silence does not sufficiently consider the
practical consequences of either position.52 Though criticism of a restorative
“policy for the past” during the early 1950s correctly calls attention to efforts at
evading responsibility, it fails to engage the rebuilding of institutions and the
reaffirming of bonds of sociability in order to prevent a relapse into the disas-
trous Nazi past.53 The current preoccupation with the halting emergence of a
critical memory culture, ready to face the responsibility for the Holocaust, tends
to emphasize the moral sensitization toward the victims rather than actual
changes in political behavior.54 Therefore it seems more productive to analyze
the often inarticulate efforts of individual resolutions, group discussions, and
political decisions to prevent a repetition of the misfortune, to alleviate its di-
sastrous results, and to build a better future.

This exploration of German political culture during the second half of the
twentieth century also employs an integrated, problem-oriented approach that
contrasts Eastern with Western developments. As long as the histories of the GDR
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and the Federal Republic are written separately, the postwar division of the coun-
try will continue to be perpetuated by scholarship. Since most recent syntheses
primarily celebrate the success of Western democracy, they tend to grant the
failed communist dictatorship only a subordinate place.55 Stimulated by histo-
rian Christoph Kleßmann’s call for a systematic comparison,56 some efforts to
deal with the divided pasts, to be sure, have started to explore the asymmetrical
relationship, but they still take the two states as their starting point.57 A more
convincing assessment of the extent of the overall transformation ought instead
to proceed sequentially by dealing with a number of key topics and thereby pre-
senting a longitudinal and thematic analysis of the partial similarities, as well as
clear differences between East and West. In doing so, the narrative need not strive
for schematic balance but should follow the changing locations of key learning
processes, while commenting only selectively on the opposite side.58

The following reflections on Germany’s return to civilization concentrate
primarily on three crucial periods in which important changes coalesced. The
fundamental decisions that created the conditions for a transformation were
made in the period immediately following the war’s end. The Potsdam program
issued by the victorious powers defined the dual goals of the occupation: While
the German people needed to atone for the “dreadful crimes” they had com-
mitted, they were at the same time to receive an opportunity to prepare for the
“eventual reconstruction of their life on a democratic and peaceful basis.” The
first means toward accomplishing these goals was the “complete disarmament
and demilitarization of Germany” and the admission of defeat; the second con-
dition demanded the dismantling of the “Nazi Party with all of its affiliated or-
ganizations,” the dissolution of all Nazi institutions, and the prohibition of Nazi
propaganda; and the third point called for decentralization of the economy so
as to “eliminate the German potential for war” and the “excessive concentra-
tion” of economic power.59 Initially, therefore, I seek to answer the question,
How successful was this attempt to eliminate Nazi influences as the spark for
subsequent rehabilitation?

Only after the relative stabilization of the Adenauer period, during the “dy-
namic times” of the 1960s, did the actual breakthrough to a modern civil soci-
ety occur. While the structural transformation of social conditions had already
been set in motion in the late 1940s, the acceleration of the changes during this
decade managed to overcome older problematic traditions, since the process was
now driven forward by critical Germans themselves. As a result, the trend to-
ward Westernization strengthened, promoted not only by the territorial shift
westward and the political alliance with the West, but also by consumerism and
popular culture, so much so that one might speak of an Americanization of values
and behavior. At the same time, people grew more accustomed to the new po-
litical regime, recognizing its achievements in increasing prosperity, internaliz-
ing its liberal values, and developing an emotional attachment to representative
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democracy. While the dictatorial East more and more cut itself off behind the
Berlin Wall, the combination of the generational rebellion, election victory of
the socialist-liberal coalition, and other changes in societal values gave added
impetus to the liberalization of West German society.60 In this section, I pursue
the second issue: Did the 1960s contribute to the loss of time-honored virtues,
or did they bring decisive progress to the process of “internal democratization?”

The last, and in many ways still incomplete, step toward the recovery of
civilized normalcy is closely connected to the “civic revolution” of 1989–1990.
The movement for civil rights in the GDR can be seen as a surprising expres-
sion of the reemergence of civil society. But while the democratic awakening may
have been able to triumph over the communist dictatorship, the unification of
the bankrupt East with the more successful West brought with it new problems
for internal unity, forcing the abandonment of many lofty expectations for the
future.61 The unexpected resurrection of a now much smaller nation-state, which
was thoroughly embedded in the ongoing process of European integration, ne-
cessitated yet another difficult attempt to forge a new identity, inspiring in the
process a paradoxical nostalgia for both the old FRG and even the fallen GDR.
At the same time, other pressures generated by accelerating globalization of the
economy and worldwide migration demanded a new and unfamiliar interna-
tional openness. Feeling threatened by these rapid changes, a minority soon fell
back on the practiced reflexes of racial hatred against foreigners.62 In the con-
cluding part, I address the final problem: Has the Berlin Republic truly become
a “normal state,” or is it now the unassuming, but still somewhat unpredict-
able, hegemonic power of Europe?

In spite of its imperfections, the recivilizing of Germans during the second
half of the twentieth century represents an exemplary case, because it suggests the
possibility of practical redemption from moral disaster. Critical observers such as
U.S. intelligence officer Saul Padover and Jewish survivor Victor Klemperer were
initially skeptical about the chances for a fundamental change, since it would
require an enormous effort.63 More optimistic commentators like the Swiss jour-
nalist Fritz René Allemann were quick to applaud the renewal of political cul-
ture in the mid-1950s, even before the process had been actually completed.64

The analytical challenge therefore consists of determining the precise extent of
the metamorphosis and of deciding what factors spurred this change for the
better. Did the Germans really learn from their catastrophe and reject the nega-
tive patterns that led them and their neighbors to disaster? Was the subsequent
transformation primarily a product of total defeat, a result of transnational pro-
cesses of modernization, or the outcome of their own decision, based on con-
trition?65 The remaining deficits, above all an underlying xenophobia, caution
against reading postwar accomplishments as an inevitable success story. Its ex-
emplary interest lies precisely in the dramatic struggles that it took to reach and
maintain a tolerant civil society.
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P A R T  I

Forced Reorientation

During the Yalta Conference, despite their disagreements concerning the
future shape of the peace, the victorious Allies were fundamentally united

on how the Germans had to be treated: “It is our inflexible purpose to destroy
German militarism and Nazism and to ensure that Germany will never again be
able to disturb the peace of the world.” Given the Wehrmacht’s ruthless conduct
of the war, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin were
hardly willing to distinguish between the Nazis who were responsible for the
carnage and the wider population that had only lent a helping hand. The mood
of their negotiations during the winter of 1945 therefore inclined more toward
punishment than rehabilitation. The first occupation directives, as well as
order number 1067 of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff, spoke a similarly clear
language: “Germany will not be occupied for the purpose of liberation, but as a
defeated nation.”1 Because the indubitable attack of 1939 seemed to confirm
German war guilt in 1914, the Allies’ overriding war aim was the prevention of
yet another war of aggression.

The postwar challenge was therefore not just to eradicate the “Nazi tyranny
root and branch” but to change German political culture more thoroughly than
occurred after the First World War. While the National Socialist institutions and
attitudes, which had brought so much suffering to the world, needed to be elimi-
nated, the Allied planners envisaged a more radical break with the traditions that
had made Hitler’s tyranny and its untold atrocities possible in the first place.
The Norwegian author Sigrid Undset, however, deemed a reorientation of “the
national mentality” difficult, as the terrible crimes “which were committed as a
consequence of German thought” would “never be forgotten.”2 The Potsdam
program for occupation, shaped in no small part by impressions produced by



the liberated concentration camps, therefore insisted on a far-reaching demili-
tarization, denazification, and decartelization of the country as a precondition
for any later return to the community of civilized peoples through democra-
tization.3 “The time will come when Germany will once again be able to con-
tribute to civilization,” promised one British leaflet for German prisoners of
war in the summer of 1945: “But only when you and your countrymen do your
part.”4

The success of this project of a comprehensive “reeducation of the Ger-
mans,”5 however, depended not only on pressure from the occupation pow-
ers but also on the willingness of the defeated people to participate in it. “We
stand shaken before the ruins of the Third Reich, which collapsed because of
the principles upon which it was based,” lamented the first edition of the lead-
ing newspaper in the Rhineland, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, “and are op-
pressed by the thought that we as a people bear primary responsibility for the
misery that has come over Europe.” While the majority of the former Nazi
followers were preoccupied with sheer survival, a critical minority emerging
from the liberated concentration camps and devastated cities attempted to
draw lessons from the catastrophe for which they were ready to accept the
blame. “Our goal is to shape a new and better future. That is what we must
focus our attention on,” insisted Hans Fuchs, the newly appointed president
of the North Rhine province. “We must create a new life, not just materially,
but also intellectually and spiritually.”6

Although the need for fundamental change was clear, the extent and method
of such a new beginning remained hotly contested. Devastated by their collabo-
ration with the regime and trying to salvage some sense of national continuity
in the wake of the collapse, elites sought refuge in those religious beliefs or hu-
manistic traditions that the Third Reich might have left undamaged. In this vein,
the philosopher Karl Jaspers pleaded for a “transformation through self-educa-
tion” that would join a frank exposure of the crimes of the dictatorship with
“historical self-reflection” on the basis of Western civilization so as to strengthen
the “responsibility of the individual.”7 In contrast, the anti-Fascist authors of
the manifesto issued in the Buchenwald concentration camp saw the shame-
ful end of the Third Reich, with the help of the occupation powers, as a chance
to achieve more radical changes that had hitherto been blocked. But, like Victor
Klemperer, they had to decide between the rival blueprints of the dominant
occupation powers: “Which is the right [horse] . . . ? Russia? The U.S.A.?
Democracy? Communism?”8

Any attempt to explain the transformation of the Germans after 1945, forced
from without and wished for from within, has to begin with the key points of
the Potsdam agreement. On the one hand, its famous three “Ds”—demilitari-
zation, denazification, and decartelization—comprised the minimal consensus
of the increasingly tension-filled Grand Alliance, and thus should be understood
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as the quintessence of the international critique of the evils wrought by German
policy.9 On the other hand, this hope for a radical rupture with the glorification
of the military, the arrogance of the nation, and the concentration of economic
power was also shared by many domestic, mostly leftist, opponents of national-
ism who had been living in exile or been active in the resistance. The attempt to
bring about a fundamental change thus had to be a cooperative project in which
the occupation powers and reform-minded Germans worked together to make
possible a return to civilized standards.10 The following chapters consider what
measures toward the reeducation of the Germans the Allies undertook, which
learning processes occurred in the population, and how successful the changes
they engendered were.

Forced Reorientation 21
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C H A P T E R  I

Renouncing War

23

As defeat became inescapable in 1945, members of the German army sponta-
neously began to discard their weapons. Some fanatics still heeded the Nazi

call for a “final battle” and fought desperately, especially in the East. But many
retreating soldiers threw away their burdensome rifles, steel helmets, pistols, and
ammunition in what was almost a compulsory ritual: First, they ripped off their
epaulettes and any other signs of their rank and responsibility; then they took
off their uniforms and slipped into civilian clothes; finally, they conveniently
lost their military IDs, dog tags, and anything else that might betray their iden-
tity.1 Driven by the fear of being captured, especially by the Russians, as well as
the urge to make their way home unrecognized, thousands of combatants per-
formed this process of individual demilitarization. By wiping away all traces of
complicity in war and Holocaust, they hoped to save their own lives. Once-
victorious soldiers who had enjoyed being photographed with their military
decorations now transformed themselves, if they had the chance, into seemingly
harmless, defeated civilians.

Despite the partial self-dissolution of the Wehrmacht, the advancing Allies
insisted on the unconditional surrender of the German military. Complete ca-
pitulation required above all the systematic demobilization of some 12 million
men of the regular Wehrmacht (Army), the Waffen-SS (Elite Guard), and the
Volkssturm militia. In practice, this meant their capture, transfer to prisoner of
war (POW) camps, and, in some cases, remobilization for reparation labor, and,
above all, a rigorous search for those war criminals who were responsible for
committing atrocities in occupied Europe. At the same time, utter defeat also
implied Allied occupation of the Third Reich’s territory in order to secure weap-
ons, ammunition dumps, food depots, troop barracks, and exercise grounds, as
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well as to raze all fortifications. To make any circumvention of the regulations
impossible, total conquest also meant Allied control over and conversion of the
installations of the war economy.2

The prevention of another war of aggression required going beyond simply
seizing all weapons; it demanded the complete “elimination of the military and
military traditions.” Predictably, Proclamation No. 2 of the Allied Control Coun-
cil called for the final dissolution of “all German forces on land, sea, and in the
air, the SS, SA [Storm Troops], SD [Security Service], and Gestapo . . . includ-
ing the general staff and officer corps.” Given the poor experiences with disar-
mament efforts during the Weimar Republic, these conditions aimed at the
irrevocable destruction of the military as an institution so as to banish the po-
tential German danger once and for all. At the same time, this announcement
decreed a series of sociocultural restrictions that went still further: “All kinds of
military training, military propaganda and military activity are forbidden to the
German people,” including organizations for the maintenance of traditions,
veterans’ groups, and similar associations.3 The goal of these measures was noth-
ing less than the complete eradication of militarism as a way of thinking.

Previous research has paid scant attention to this breathtaking experiment of
social pacification since the resulting change in the political culture has generally
been considered a self-evident achievement of the Bonn Republic. The key term
“militarism” remains ambiguous, and the literature on this topic is divided into
two approaches: socioeconomic and cultural.4 Understandably, American histo-
ries of the war concentrate more on the dramatic circumstances of the United
States’ own victory than on the subsequent, more prosaic problems of occupa-
tion.5 While the German literature on military history has meticulously investi-
gated the international negotiations over demilitarization, even the pioneering
work of Gerhard Wettig largely ignores the social and cultural dimensions of this
process.6 Likewise, the newer field of peace studies has thoroughly investigated
the wide-ranging opposition to West German rearmament, but only recently have
scholars turned to the prior psychological distancing from the military that oc-
curred as Germans sought to work through their horrendous wartime experiences.7

An analysis of demilitarization therefore demands recalling the extent and
explaining the reasons for this largely forgotten change: How did the largest
military machine in European history disappear, and how did the military spirit
transform itself into a more civil, peaceable outlook? The administrative demo-
bilization decreed by the Allies is well documented by the available sources and
thus easily reconstructed. In contrast, the mental demilitarization of the Ger-
mans, which went well beyond it, only emerges from the official record in frag-
ments, turning up instead in literary accounts and in oral history interviews.8

The long-term consequences for the West German attempt to implement a
democratic rearmament should also be considered, especially when its civilian
form is contrasted with the more obvious efforts to remilitarize attitudes in the
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German Democratic Republic (GDR).9 The first step on the path back to civil-
ity after 1945, therefore, was not just taken when soldiers laid down their weap-
ons and shed their uniforms; it occurred, rather, when Germans bid farewell to
the mental uniformity of the past.

Allied Disarmament

On May 8, 1945, at 2:41 A.M., the Second World War ended in Europe. After five
years, eight months, and six days of the most brutal warfare the world had ever
known, an exhausted yet unbowed General Alfred Jodl penned his signature on
the instrument of capitulation in Reims, and Fieldmarshal Wilhelm Keitel signed
an almost identical document in Berlin. The meeting of Russian and American
troops near Torgau on the Elbe, the cowardly suicide of Hitler, and the fall of
the Third Reich’s capital in Berlin rendered all further resistance futile, even
though the Wehrmacht still stood in Scandinavia, as well as in Bohemia and
Austria. The attempt by Admiral Hans Georg von Friedeburg to keep fighting
in the East in order to have those soldiers also captured by the Western Allies
came to nothing, as General Dwight D. Eisenhower insisted that Germans in all
theaters of the war lay down their weapons simultaneously. In view of the harsh
conditions for capitulation, the defeated Jodl could only appeal to the victors to
treat the German people and its troops with magnanimity.10

The demand for demilitarization of their enemies was one of the few Allied
objectives on which, for the most part, all sides could agree. The idea of perma-
nently disarming the Germans first came up in the principles of the Atlantic
Charter, proclaimed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Prime Minister
Winston Churchill on August 14, 1941. At the Tehran Conference two years later,
Joseph Stalin expanded the notion well beyond the military realm into economics
as well. The negotiations of the European Advisory Commission, which aimed
above all at preventing Germany from obtaining the capacity for future war-
fare, formed the basis of both the American Draft Planning Directive No. 17 and
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) Directive No. 1067. These preparations culminated
in the decision of the Yalta Conference:

We are determined to disarm and disband all German armed forces;
break up for all time the German General Staff that has repeatedly con-
trived the resurgence of German militarism; remove or destroy all
German military equipment; eliminate or control all German industry
that could be used for military production; bring all war criminals to
just and swift punishment.11

Going well beyond the demobilization of the Wehrmacht, this program sought
to perpetuate the Allied victory by a far-reaching change in Germany’s political
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and economic structures, as well as through its mental dispositions, in order
forever to preclude the repetition of aggression.

A primary motive behind the resolution to demilitarize Germany was the
widespread fear of Prussian militarism, thought to be embodied by the general
staff of the army. An influential 1937 book by German émigré Alfred Vagts had
defined the concept as “a vast array of customs, interests, prestige, actions and
thought associated with armies and wars and yet transcending true military
purposes” and thereby “carrying military mentality and modes of action and
decision into the civilian sphere.” Trapped by their own atrocity propaganda of
World War I, Western intellectuals saw in the Junkers’ “lust for war” the real
enemy, lurking behind National Socialism, which needed to be eradicated. At
the same time, the shock of the Nazis’ initial victories made Allied military leaders
credit their enemy with “fighting a brilliant patriotic war,” which Germany “lost
only because of the interference and inefficiency of the party.” Eisenhower’s
headquarters considered the “tightly bound military priesthood” of the Wehr-
macht high command the source of German militarism and “the real power in
the Reich,” which was primarily responsible for planning the war of aggression.
Recalling the manifold evasions of the disarmament conditions of the Versailles
Treaty, a New York Times reporter wrote, “General Eisenhower and his intelli-
gence officers are resolved that this will not happen a second time.”12

A further reason behind the insistence on a lasting disarmament was the
impression that the Wehrmacht and the SS were guilty of numerous war crimes
and had thus gambled away whatever military honor they may have possessed.
On the very day of the capitulation, the New York Times carried a report from
the Special Soviet State Commission that estimated the number of dead in the
extermination camp at Auschwitz to be around 4 million. Statements from 2,819
survivors furnished a shocking picture of the extent of the systematic murder,
medical experiments, and forced labor in nearby industrial installations.13 Simi-
larly, numerous reports from liberated Allied POWs told of the inadequate food
supply and frequent cruelties of the guards that violated the Hague Convention’s
laws on land warfare. Still reeling from his tour of the concentration camps, the
American media mogul Joseph Pulitzer demanded that “the entire German gen-
eral staff, the German industrialists and financiers, and almost all, if not all, of
the members of the Gestapo and the SS [some 1.5 million] should be put to death
as war criminals.”14 Due to the overwhelming guilt that the Wehrmacht had
brought upon itself, the consensus was that it could not be reformed but, rather,
needed to be completely dissolved.

The precondition for demobilization was the cessation of all hostilities and
the Wehrmacht’s laying down of its weapons in all theaters of war. But the imple-
mentation of the capitulation could by no means be taken for granted. General
Franz Boehme’s troops in the Norwegian garrison still felt “unbeaten and in full
possession [of their] strength” and only begrudgingly heeded the announcement
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of the armistice by foreign minister Count Lutz Schwerin von Krosigk. Much
against their will did the tenaciously defended enclaves, stretching from the
Atlantic coast all the way into the Baltic and Aegean, surrender and withdraw
from their positions. Finally, the order to capitulate had to reach over 100
U-boats on the high seas, which were to proceed to designated assembly points
from which they would then be escorted into Allied ports.15 To be sure, isolated
exchanges of fire still occurred after the war had officially ended, and German
troops continued to harbor a justified fear of revenge from their former enemies,
but overall the laying down of arms took place without any major incident.

The capture of the entire German military force following the surrender
presented the Allies with enormous logistical problems. Since some 10 million
men were still serving in the Wehrmacht at the beginning of May, the defeated
masses of soldiers had to be concentrated in large open spaces before actual
camps could be set up. In terms of food, protection against the elements, and
sanitary facilities, the conditions in these improvised fenced-in areas were often
catastrophic, a fact that stemmed more from their captors’ being overwhelmed
than from any conscious effort to torment the defeated enemies.16 The repatria-
tion of slave laborers quickly led to an acute shortage of manpower, and one
response to the resulting chaos was the rapid release of ordinary soldiers for use
in industrial and agricultural production. Further alternatives included the de-
ployment of healthy prisoners for clean-up operations and their transfer to the
French or Russians as compensation for war damage. Of the 5,590,996 prison-
ers originally taken by the Americans, 2,046,757 had been released and 922,566
discharged by the end of July. Some 818,159 had apparently just disappeared. Only
about a third of the men, or 1,803,689, remained in custody.17

Disarmament also involved the confiscation of military equipment, the demo-
lition of fortifications, the establishment of control over military installations, and
the cessation of further arms production: One observer noted that “a poster warned
against possession of weapons, promising a penalty of death if they were found.”
Some 46 million bullets, 24 million small artillery shells, 2.59 million gas masks,
709,000 hand grenades, 82,000 rifles and pistols, 148,000 landmines, 34,000 rock-
ets, 1,842 ships, and 420 airplanes had to be taken out of service by the Americans
alone. With the help of prisoners, fortified sites such as bunkers, launching pads
for rockets, anti-aircraft positions, and mine fields that were scattered through-
out the country needed to be rendered unusable. Hundreds of barracks, troop
exercise grounds, airfields, ports, and supply depots of the army, navy, and air force
were to be taken over and, in some cases, used further by the Allies for their own
forces. The destruction of the various sites of war production, however, proved to
be the most difficult task of all, as the “workshops, research institutes, technical
documents etc.” were not so easily uncovered.18

Demobilization similarly entailed a search for war criminals, something that
the victorious powers, owing to their belief in a German “conspiracy against the
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laws of civilization,” firmly insisted on. To begin with, to document the crimes
and arrest the members of the conspiracy, the Allies endeavored to secure writ-
ten records such as personnel data and case files from military units and staffs,
as well as from paramilitary organizations including the SA, Nazi Motor Corps
(NSKK), National Labor Service (RAD), and Todt Organization. Furthermore,
in the hope of bringing the perpetrators all the more quickly to trial, the victors
systematically screened all prisoners before their release. In doing so, they de-
tained first and foremost generals and field officers, as well as the 250,000 mem-
bers of the SS, holding them until the decisions of the Nuremberg court were
handed down, since both individuals and entire organizations such as the gen-
eral staff and the High Command of the Wehrmacht and SS had been indicted.
The objective of these trials was not merely to atone for the demonstrable crimes
of individuals but to demonstrate the criminality of the entire German military
establishment.19

A logical consequence of this systematic disarmament was the termination
of cooperation with the caretaker government of Admiral Karl Dönitz, whose
legitimacy rested on a shaky legal foundation. For a few weeks, the Allies were
willing to negotiate with Hitler’s designated successors, because they needed their
signatures on the instrument of capitulation as well as help with the process of
demobilization. But especially in the eyes of the British, the former commander
of the U-boat fleet was arguably himself a war criminal. His cabinet, composed
largely of nobles, civil servants, and businessmen, represented the old elites who
had lost their credibility through their collaboration with Hitler. The abolition
of German sovereignty on June 5th was thus justified by the “total defeat and
unconditional surrender” of the German armed forces, the absence of an effec-
tive government, and the need to maintain public order. Consequently, one of
the main reasons for establishing a four-power military government by the Al-
lied Control Council was “to carry out the complete disarmament of Germany.”20

These initial efforts toward demobilization led to an even more ambitious
attempt at demilitarization that aimed at a lasting “transformation of the Ger-
man mentality.” “The physical demilitarization of Germany has been success-
fully accomplished,” General Eisenhower noted in greeting the first publication
of the occupation paper Neue Zeitung. “But that alone does not guarantee that
Germany will not again force the world into war in the future. Militarism must
also be eliminated from the German mind. For all civilized peoples of the world,
war is in principle something immoral, but the Germans must still be helped to
this self-evident truth.”21 On September 25, 1945, the Allied Control Council
decreed the dissolution of “all German land, naval, and air forces, the SS, SA,
and the Gestapo, with all of their organizations, staffs, and institutions.” Going
beyond the destruction of the military as an institution, these policies aimed at
draining the social and cultural sources of militarism by expressly forbidding
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the celebration of martial traditions and the pursuit of military training. Along
with many neutral commentators, the Allies hoped that these measures would
help foster in the Germans “a genuine habit for peacefulness.”22

A whole host of measures that intruded deeply into the fabric of social life
sought to implement the program of demilitarization. Responding to Soviet
pressure, at the end of August the Control Council ordered a “ban on uniforms
and emblems” that also made the wearing of “medals, decorations, or insignia
of rank” subject to punishment. Yet this prohibition proved difficult to imple-
ment, as many people lacked even the most basic civilian clothing. Indeed, the
saying “dye or die” (färben oder sterben) spread quickly in the vernacular. Eight
months later this order had to be reiterated, with exceptions for police officers
and firemen carefully spelled out.23 Somewhat surprisingly, it was not until early
January 1946 that the Allies forbade the possession of weapons, ammunition,
and explosives.24 This ban was extended in April to the planning, construction,
and maintenance of military sites. While the fear of werewolf attacks on the
occupation forces motivated the strict restrictions on the possession of arms,
the ban on uniforms was supposed to break the defeated population’s emotional
bond to the military.

Aiming at a similar goal were the successive bans on the maintenance of
military traditions, designed above all to prevent the continued glorification of
war. On August 20, all “military schools, clubs, or associations of a military sort”
were therefore prohibited. Fearing that they might become potential refuges of
revanchism, the Allies also dissolved all veterans’ associations, even canceling
military pensions and other benefits. In mid-December, moreover, the Control
Council ordered a “demilitarization of sport,” forbidding “all athletic associa-
tions of a military character,” including, for example, clubs that engaged in fly-
ing, parachuting, fencing, or target shooting! Even the American-sponsored
newspaper Neue Zeitung could not avoid a biting commentary on the absurd
classification of gymnastics as a “military sport.”25 Undeterred, the Allies con-
tinued to expand their policy and in May 1946 banned “memorials, monuments,
posters, placards, statutes . . . which aimed to preserve German military tradi-
tions” or otherwise sought to promote militarism.26 These measures would
hopefully banish the glorification of past military achievements from public
spaces once and for all.

Also not spared in this cultural demilitarization were schools and libraries,
where intellectuals and occupation officers suspected they would find the true
roots of militarism. In the British zone, for example, teachers who wished to
continue their work had to promise neither “to glorify the military” nor “assist
in the preparation for war.” In mid-May, the Control Council ordered German
publishers, research institutions, and libraries to identify and hand over all books
that advocated violence. Specifically affected by this order was “all material that



30 Forced Reorientation

contributed to military training and education or to the maintenance and de-
velopment of a potential for war.” In the Soviet zone, the Deutsche Bücherei in
Leipzig went so far as to compile a list of 15,000 books and 150 journals of fascist
and Prussian-militaristic literature that were to be withdrawn from circulation.
This entire effort somewhat resembled, if under different circumstances, Nazi
attempts to purge undesirable writings a decade earlier. Going one step further,
Professor Richard Hartman of Marburg University demanded that the German
language itself be cleansed: “The demilitarization of concepts is one of the most
important tasks in our social reconstruction.”27

To bring about a lasting pacification of the Germans, in May 1946 the U.S.
government proposed a “disarmament treaty for Germany” that would prevent
any rearmament for another twenty-five years. Although the British and French
governments approved of this proposal, the Soviet Union, which did not want
to permit four-power control over East German industry, quickly rejected it.
The international community, moreover, was concerned by reports that “con-
siderable amounts of weapons material were once again being produced in the
German occupation zones.”28 Nevertheless, after tough negotiations, an agree-
ment on “four-power control over disarmament” was finally reached in Octo-
ber 1946. Among other provisions, it created a joint commission that was charged
with guaranteeing the “constant supervision over the liquidation of war and
industrial potential according to the Potsdam Agreement.” This Military Secu-
rity Board was to take an inventory of possible war industries so as to destroy
purely military plants, monitor factories that could be used to produce war
materials, and lift controls on harmless industrial concerns geared toward peace-
ful production.29

Even if some bans proved easier to decree than to implement in practice,
the cumulative effects of the Allies’ demilitarization measures were consider-
able. In a detailed report from June 1946 on “demilitarization in the British zone,”
Lieutenant General Brian Robertson therefore judged that “the progress achieved
so far could be viewed as satisfactory.” First, “the German Wehrmacht and all
of the paramilitary organizations that belonged to it have been entirely dis-
solved,” so that with the exception of the police “no armed, organized body
whatsoever” continued to exist. Second, “the removal of all German weapons,
military equipment, camps, and depots” had largely been completed, with more
than 95 percent of warships, aircraft, and so forth having been destroyed. Third,
“the clearing of minefields and the demolition of fortifications and military fa-
cilities” was more than three-quarters finished. Nonetheless, Robertson con-
cluded that the “elimination of the German potential for war” could only be
accomplished “over a longer period of time,” and any attempt to assess the suc-
cess of the still more important “transformation of the German mentality” would
only be possible in the distant future.30
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Working through Trauma

Years of propaganda proclaiming victory made it initially difficult for many
German soldiers to admit their total defeat. In the summer of 1945, Allied re-
porters repeatedly came across young privates who continued to believe that
Hitler was a great man and who insisted that “we have not really lost the war.”
When presented with the terrible images from the concentration camps, they
remained incredulous: “That isn’t true. I won’t believe it until I’ve seen the
bodies. Photographs can be falsified.” Some civilians, especially in those areas
that were spared the bombing and ground fighting, claimed still further that “we
haven’t been beaten in the field,” while others “understood their defeat as an
accident of chance.” Skeptical American observers interpreted the maintenance
of military discipline after the surrender as “the arrogance of officers” and con-
strued the rare welcomes for homecoming troops as proof of an unbroken spirit
of militarism. Harsh treatment by the victors, therefore, was supposed to make
clear to the beaten Germans the full “meaning of their ‘conquest.’”31

For many former members of the Wehrmacht, it was, nonetheless, the pro-
cess of defeat that stripped the war of its romantic aura. When battle-hardened
soldiers on the Eastern Front recognized that the “situation is hopeless,” they
concluded: “Now all that’s left is the road west, toward the Elbe and the English
and Americans,” so as not to land in Russian captivity. With the reflexive call of
“every man for himself,” military discipline quickly dissolved, and units began
fleeing in small groups. The brutal attempts by the SS to reinforce discipline
through court-martial death sentences proved unable to avert the resulting chaos.
The decisive test for survival came during the moment of capitulation by show-
ing “a ‘white’ flag made from a shirt fixed to the bayonet of a carbine,” because
it was the reaction of the adversary that decided life or death.32 The transforma-
tion from desperately fighting soldiers to defeated prisoners often claimed still
more victims when the victors chose not accept the surrender of their captives.
Repeated hundreds of times, such accounts of the military collapse make clear
the helpless feeling of being at the mercy of others that shaped the collective
memory of the war’s end.

For the individual private, the humiliating experience of being captured also
revealed the futility of war. The improvised prison camps brought new threats
to survival because the unprepared victors could offer neither food nor protec-
tion from the elements: “The sanitary conditions were horrendous, and the
provisioning nearly broke down after a week.” At first, even the Americans
treated their captives severely, as feelings of revenge provoked by German
atrocities were mixed with hatred inflamed by war propaganda. Especially the
Russians and French enlisted prisoners to repair their war damage, so that the
German captives would also experience what they had formerly demanded from
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their own slave laborers. With the help of camp newspapers and various cul-
tural functions, however, those who were detained for longer periods could
reflect on the “idol of militarism” or “the new image of man,” which meant
“freedom and individuality” as well as “human dignity and worth.” Others re-
alized that they could obtain their quick release by offering their labor to the
Allies, who were desperate to revive agricultural production. But whatever their
individual experiences may have been, all German soldiers shared the shock of
an undignified captivity.33

Nevertheless, most military men were just happy to be alive. “The wonder-
ful feeling of having survived outweighed by far the grief about the awful total
defeat which we, of course, also felt,” one former officer recalled. “Only a few
know whether their families made it through the collapse and many, especially
those from the east, now have . . . to fear for their lives,” wrote another in his
diary in early June. “A powerful revulsion toward the profession has been build-
ing up in many, and certainly not the worst of men.” Because of the Nazi crimes
and the futility of the defense strategy, the military had lost its appeal—an en-
tire generation now just wanted to get home as quickly as possible and return
to civilian life. Even though some ex-soldier students, largely for want of cloth-
ing, still went around in “dyed uniform pieces,” they consciously sought to dis-
tance themselves from the “barracks’ tone” of the Wehrmacht. “From today’s
standpoint it might seem absurd, but we went out of our way to treat each other
just like civilians.” After six years of war, both “civilian” values and “civility” in
dealings with others, in contrast to the coarseness of the army, were once again
in demand.34

For millions returning home from the war, the clearest sign of the defeat
was the fraternization of German women with the Allied occupiers, because it
demonstrated their lost power. The first opinion poll taken in August 1945 in-
dicated that many recently released soldiers were deeply angry about the rela-
tionships that had formed between young women and American GIs. Although
they also greeted the repeal of the impractical ban on fraternization, veterans
were shocked by the extent of the German women’s spontaneous flirtation with
the occupiers, complaining: “For six years we risked our lives for them, and now
they’re running around with the Americans.” While older vets admitted that they
had once carried on similarly with French and Dutch women, the reversal of
roles stung. As one American noticed, the supermen of 1941 had become “the
subhumans of 1945, who reluctantly remove the rubble from the destroyed cit-
ies or stoically work the land for which they had fought. For this once so proud
army, the defeat has an oppressive finality.” By experiencing their own impo-
tence, he concluded, “all with the exception of a very few, have accepted the bitter
reality of the German defeat.”35

The collective process of working through wartime experiences centered on
the stories that soldiers told among themselves and occasionally also to their
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wives and children. Through repetition and exchange, they took on a definite
shape and became part of the country’s social memory, even if politicians, jour-
nalists, and historians preferred to ignore them. Oral history interviews, espe-
cially among workers, have shown a surprising uniformity of recollections in
which the Second World War was almost always apostrophized as a “bad time.”
To be sure, time and again veterans did mention the war’s more positive aspects,
such as having “great parties,” getting to know distant countries, and experi-
encing adventures. But, on the whole, there prevailed an astonishingly negative
assessment. Talking about cruelty and the constant fear of death, hunger, and
humiliating retreat might have been difficult, but these miserable experiences
produced a near-unanimous reaction: “War is worse than anything else, the
worst that there is.” In complete contrast to the heroization of the First World
War, the majority of the “burned children” of the second carnage concluded,
“that which we have lived through should never be allowed to happen again.”36

The civilian counterpart to military tales were the accounts, usually passed
on by women, of the bombing terror in the cities and the flight and expulsion
from the eastern territories. Tales of fear-filled nights in bomb shelters, the roar
of bombs, the booming of anti-aircraft guns, the desperate attempts to extin-
guish fires, and the destruction of all of one’s belongings were almost universal.
“The memory that war is a terrible thing would remain for the rest of my life”
was a common refrain. Reports of the horrors that accompanied the expulsion
from Germany’s eastern territories, which were, so the victors promised, to be
carried out “in an orderly and humane manner,” underscored the particularly
dismal fate of the refugees. “In June 1945 the Germans in villages and towns were
herded together by armed Polish hordes, dragged from their homes, often beaten,
and for several days driven west, with no provisions for either food or shelter,”
reported one of the more reserved descriptions.37 To be sure, these stories have
been used to justify the political efforts of expelled Germans and their children
for material compensation and their so-called “right to a homeland.” Never-
theless, they underscore the ubiquity of civilian suffering that helped shape a
negative memory of the war’s consequences.

Literary treatment of the war, which provides a kind of memory archive,
emphasizes just as strongly the “suffering of the nation.” For all of their differ-
ences in stylistic quality, popular representations of the Second World War—
for example Hans Hellmut Kirst’s 08/15, Theodor Plievier’s Stalingrad, and Fritz
Wöss’s Hunde, wollt ihr ewig leben?—share the same basic tendencies as the
more sophisticated texts by Wolfgang Borchert, Heinrich Böll, Siegfried Lenz,
Alexander Kluge, and Christa Wolf.38 Since they focus on the theme of sheer
survival amid incomprehensible chaos, these graphic portrayals of the horrors
go a long way toward demythologizing the experiences of war. Similarly, por-
trayals of a complete collapse of order and moral beliefs militate against rash
conclusions. In his two volumes on Die große Flucht, Jürgen Thorwald stresses
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the universal futility of suffering by depicting the Germans more as victims than
as perpetrators.39 Although the privileging of the German experience of terror
encourages to some degree a self-stylization of victimhood, it also contributes
to a critical memory of the war.

Even as illusory a genre as film could not completely shirk its obligation to
represent the destructive effects of the war. Attempts at a vivid representation
of death and mutilation during the first postwar years, such as director Bernhard
Wicki’s Die Brücke, were soon replaced by sentimental movies like Der Arzt von
Stalingrad, which was based on the successful potboiler by Heinz Konsalik.
Though the heroization of exceptionally “decent” individuals tried to comfort
the audience by providing positive identification figures, it could neither blur
the terror of war nor entirely deny the crimes attributed to the Nazi Party
and the SS. Even the popular attempt of sentimental movies to reconstruct a
healthy, apolitical sense of home in the Heimatfilm relied heavily on the con-
trast of an undamaged world with intimations of tragic wartime fates, which
could only be cured through contact with unspoiled nature. Ultimately, the
success of Hollywood films forced a reversal of emotional identifications, as
American war movies generally portrayed GIs as heroes and Germans as villains,
thereby confusing the audiences’ sympathies.40

In spite of the greater death toll in World War II, commemorations for the
dead had a considerably more civil, nonmilitaristic character than after World
War I. In reaction to the revanchist death cult of fallen heroes in the Weimar
Republic, Allied prohibitions did initially prevent military memorial services.
While the war memorials from 1914 to 1918 were expanded by the addition of a
few more plaques, new ones were rarely erected, with the exception of numer-
ous monuments for the Red Army in East Germany. The shattering defeat made
the sacrifice of life appear all the more futile in retrospect, thus rendering point-
less any attempt to use commemorations for inciting revenge. The metamor-
phosis of the national day of mourning from Nazi “hero commemoration day”
to a “day of remembrance for reconciliation, understanding, and peace” indi-
cates that consolation became more important than vengeance. Since war graves
were scattered throughout Europe in countries that had a justified reason for
hostility, the construction of German heroes’ cemeteries was in many cases also
physically impossible.41

Despite the devastating defeat, positive memories of the war and deeply
ingrained militarism did not, of course, disappear altogether. In some private
accounts, memories of the initial victories and the courage shown in the final
defense against the superior might of the enemy could rekindle lost pride. In
semipublic gatherings of former comrades from the front, the discipline of the
Prussian military tradition and the toughness of German soldiery might also be
celebrated.42 In their memoirs, generals blamed Hitler’s strategic mistakes, the
incompetence of the party, and the crimes of the SS for the defeat. And for some,
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the collective acquittal of the high command at the Nuremberg trials appeared
to restore the honor of the Wehrmacht somewhat, even if individual officers were
convicted of war crimes.43 Militaristic thinking did live on in radical right-wing
circles, whose members held out hope that the defeat might be reversed some-
time in the future.44 But these attempts to maintain a discredited tradition re-
mained confined to a part of the veterans’ milieu and found little resonance
among the young. One former soldier noted: “This time the defeat was total;
there wasn’t the slightest ground for another legend of a stab in the back.”45

Producing what was effectively a decade-long moratorium on military in-
stitutions, the rigorous disarmament and demilitarization policy did enable most
Germans to recommence their civilian lives. With the exception of the prison-
ers still in the Allied camps, only a few 10,000 men in service groups, employed
by the victors to search for mines and do other menial tasks, still wore uniforms,
without, of course, carrying weapons.46 Even when some measures—for ex-
ample, tearing down “dangerous monuments” such as the statue of Emperor
William I at the Berlin Palace and removing martial street names like Belle-
Alliance-Straße—overshot their mark, the interruption of the military tradition
offered a chance to reverse the centuries’ old process of social militarization.47

For haughty officers, the precipitous fall from a privileged position to civilian
insignificance was undoubtedly bitter, especially when they had difficulty find-
ing their economic footing. For the political culture, however, the discrediting
of the military provided a unique chance to acquire new, more peaceful values
and forms of behavior.48

The only exception to this policy was the deployment of German police
units, which was necessary due to the safety problems resulting from the vacuum
of authority. The Allied military police had enough difficulty with trying to
maintain discipline among their own soldiers and were thus hardly in a posi-
tion to deal with the various gangs and black marketeers that were emerging in
unsupervised areas. Because the police in the Third Reich had functioned as “an
instrument of oppression,” it needed to be purged of Nazi thugs and its profes-
sionalism restored. The British therefore established courses to train both ex-
perienced policemen and fresh recruits. The new blue uniforms were designed
to signal a different mindset and “to help the Germans along the road to de-
mocracy.” Since it put personnel in danger, the policy of strict disarmament
could not be maintained, however, and gradually pistols were once again issued
to German policemen. In the Soviet occupation zone, the police was shaken up
even more radically so as to stabilize the power of the communist Socialist Unity
Party of Germany (SED).49

Drawn out over several years, the homecoming of the prisoners served as a
personified reminder of the otherwise forgotten suffering of the war years. After
the first great wave of releases in 1945, the English still held over 300,000 officers
and soldiers, the French 700,000, and the Russians perhaps as many as 2 million.
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Some were involved in compensatory labor, while others were quarantined for
political reasons. The soldiers did not just toil in the camps, however, as some
found an opportunity for reeducation in a democratic spirit. With support from
the U.S. government and growing pressure from the German public, the pace
of releases accelerated in the fall of 1946, largely for political, health, and man-
power reasons. At the same time, the contrast between the prisoners who re-
turned home from Western camps and those who survived Soviet captivity was
striking, as the latter conveyed “a shocking impression of suffering.”50 “The re-
turn of released POWs turned tragic in many cases” because “they were often
strangers in a strange world.” The reintegration of these broken men proved to
be one of the most difficult challenges for postwar German society.51

The partly restrictive, partly supportive dealings of the West German au-
thorities with veterans after 1945 successfully prevented the formation of major
revanchist pressure groups. The public consternation over the devastating de-
feat deprived them of social respect, and the cancellation of their pensions forced
them to transform themselves into civilians so that they could somehow make
a living. The initial ban on organizations also impeded the political representa-
tion of their interests. Even after these restrictions were gradually relaxed, vet-
erans were allowed only a limited form of lobbying in matters of material interest,
while military propaganda remained strictly off limits. Instead, they stressed their
material plight, making the improvement of care (especially for the hundreds
of thousands of disabled, as well as the ubiquitous surviving widows) their highest
priority. As tax revenues increased, the states tried to offer a minimum level of
support, while the federal government, in a series of laws, increased payments
to diverse groups that were particularly in need. In addition, many veterans had
been sufficiently impressed by the “utter senselessness” of Hitler’s war of con-
quest and annihilation so as to adopt a “very skeptical attitude toward anything
having to do with the military.”52

The West German Basic Law codified the pacifist learning process that began
during the first postwar years with a preamble dedicated to world peace. None-
theless, the constitutional discussions at Herrenchiemsee and in the parlia-
mentary council proved contentious as the renunciation of independent armed
forces shifted the defense of the new state to the victorious powers or to an in-
ternational security system whose reliability remained unpredictable.53 The
Social Democratic Party’s (SPD) demand for a complete outlawing of war col-
lided in principle with the Christian Democratic Party’s (CDU) advocacy of the
possibility of a national defense. The result was an ambiguous compromise,
which in article 26, paragraph 1, declared unconstitutional all “acts tending to
and undertaken with intent to disturb the peaceful relations between nations,
especially to prepare for a war of aggression.” Barring special permission from
the federal government, the production of weapons of war was likewise forbid-
den, while a right to conscientious objection to serving in the military was writ-
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ten into the constitution. The first constitution of the GDR also proclaimed
the principle of peacefulness, although secret remilitarization by means of the
people’s police was already under way.54

It was the vociferous resistance to a potential rearmament, however, that
truly demonstrated the success of demilitarization. When the publicist Eugen
Kogon claimed in the fall of 1948 that the English and Americans, in response
to the arming of the people’s police, “had begun the military training of [West]
Germans,” the public reaction was quite negative. Ernst Reuter of the SPD had
previously demanded “the dismantling of the war ethos,” and the first postwar
synod of the Protestant Church had pleaded “we do not need war.”55 Yet the
conclusion of the North Atlantic Treaty in early 1949 raised the question of West
German territory, which NATO would only protect as long as “it remains oc-
cupied by Allied troops.” In the confused debate about a potential German con-
tribution to Western defense, Chancellor Konrad Adenauer tried to make clear
“that Germany [had] lost too much and needed too much of its strength for
reconstruction to consider rearming.” He did, however, leave the door open by
slyly intimating that rearmament would only be possible with full equality and
within a “European armed force.” Because of negative public opinion, both the
cabinet and the Federal Diet came out unequivocally “against armament.”56

The most important argument for arming West Germany was the fear of
East German “rearmament” through the “founding of a Red Army in the Soviet
zone.” In the fall of 1948, one deserter, military physician Dr. Schreiber, claimed
that the People’s Police “have been reinforced by German POWs from the So-
viet Union . . . equipped with heavy weapons, and quartered in barracks.” The
deployment of a uniformed “military guard” for the factories likewise worried
the Western public. Rumors also circulated of GDR legionnaires serving as “can-
non fodder” in the Greek civil war between communists and royalists. In the
same vein, the Western press reported the views of General Staimer, since 1946
the commander of the East German People’s Police, who envisaged a future civil
war: “Our police should be designated to bring about a unified Germany once
again.” This partially staged agitation had, however, a real core. The SED
wanted first to secure its domestic control through a comparative strength-
ening of the police force and then to prepare itself for political struggles con-
cerning Germany’s future after the withdrawal of the Allied forces.57

In contrast, Adenauer’s strategy for achieving West German rearmament
was largely determined by concerns about expected domestic and foreign op-
position. After memoranda from former general staff officers such as Adolf
Heusinger and Hans Speidel had convinced him that the security of the newly
founded state required a capacity for self-defense, the new chancellor maneu-
vered with extreme caution. Anticipating objections, the initial planning in the
office of Theodor Blank, who in 1949 was charged with exploring such possi-
bilities and later became secretary of defense, was largely kept secret, as were the
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discussions with the Western powers. Both sides agreed that any German con-
tribution to defense had to be internationalized, be it as part of a European
Defense Community, which failed in the French national assembly, or as mem-
ber of NATO, the subsequent solution. A final aim of Adenauer’s strategy was
to make the offer of West German forces contingent upon their being given full
equality within the Western military structure so as to counter the expected
charge that he had only provided mercenaries.58 Because the fear of a revival of
the German military was so widespread abroad, it took the Korean War to con-
vince skeptics of its necessity.

The massive “count me out” response to rearmament demonstrates the
extent to which antimilitarism had in the meantime spread among the popu-
lace. Surveys suggest that in December 1947, 94 percent of those living in the
American zone agreed with the conclusion that “war does not pay off,” while by
early 1948 three-fifths feared another world war. As rumors of preparations in-
tensified, 62 percent of those questioned in the U.S. zone were against rearma-
ment, and at the start of the 1950s over 72 percent, citing their horrific wartime
experiences, wanted nothing to do with it at all. Propagated by the former min-
ister of the interior Gustav Heinemann, and spurred on by the SED, the popu-
lar movement against rearmament managed to gather between 4 million and
5 million signatures with the help of churches, unions, and intellectuals. Only
North Korea’s attack on the South, which fueled fears of a repetition in a simi-
larly divided Germany, was able to overcome such widespread pacifism, particu-
larly among workers and women, so that by September 1950 some 63 percent of
the population was willing to accept West German forces as part of a European
system of defense.59

Yet another consequence of the internal and external skepticism was the com-
paratively civil form of West German rearmament. To be sure, Adenauer supported
the partial rehabilitation of the German officer corps, already set in motion by the
military tribunal at Nuremberg and ultimately formalized by a letter from Gen-
eral Eisenhower.60 But in order to be confident of the political reliability and pro-
fessional competence of former Wehrmacht officers, he also insisted that they be
thoroughly vetted by an independent personnel panel. The recognition of the right
to conscientious objection to military service, which was expanded by subsequent
judicial decisions, also contributed considerably to the social acceptance of rear-
mament. Still, the new army had a serious problem with tradition, because the
continuity to the Wehrmacht established by the officer corps, no matter how
strictly screened its members were, reinforced their denial of complicity in Nazi
genocide. Only after considerable debate did the Bundeswehr accept the freedom
of conscience displayed by the resisters of July 20, 1944, as an alternative reference
point for the construction of a new tradition. Although fear of a third world war
could not prevent rearmament, the widespread turn away from militarism ulti-
mately gave it a less threatening shape.61
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Longing for Peace

The newly acquired conviction that no war should ever again emanate from
German soil was reinforced by the successive crises of the Cold War. Not only
did hundreds of thousands of heavily armed soldiers from the two hostile blocs
face off along the iron curtain, but their regional conventional conflict was com-
pounded by the nuclear confrontation of the superpowers, which was justifi-
ably called MAD (mutually assured destruction). As strategic war games and
tactical maneuvers transformed the former warmonger Germany into the po-
tential battlefield of a third world war, the renewed destruction of the country,
regardless of whether the defense would begin at the Rhine or on the GDR bor-
der, appeared inescapable. A cynical bon mot formulated the predicament ap-
propriately: “The shorter the range of the missiles, the deader the Germans.” In
both the West and the East, people found themselves caught in a fundamental
contradiction, as they demanded a systematic peace policy while at the same time
becoming part of a gigantic arms race.62

A consequence of the successor states’ integration into the opposing camps
was the continuation of the occupation, although in the more benign form of
the “stationing” of Allied forces. A considerable part of each state’s territory
remained under the control of the respective alliance partners: Their military
installations, exercise grounds, supply depots, and the like formed extraterrito-
rial islands, while their residential areas, stores, schools, and sport facilities cre-
ated a kind of parallel society whose only contact with the civilian population
was through the German employees who worked there. While most people ig-
nored the street signs in English and Russian, the endless columns of military
vehicles which in the summer fanned out to maneuvers, often damaging fields
in the process, could hardly be overlooked. The feeling of heightened security
that these foreign troops conveyed was also accompanied by a sense of inferior-
ity, since in cases of conflict the locals usually came up short.63 The presence of
Allied soldiers decades after the war restricted German sovereignty and led to a
peculiar kind of irresponsibility, as ultimately neither state had final control over
the decisions affecting its security.

In a climate marked by the trauma of a world war and fear of nuclear an-
nihilation, it is hardly surprising that the deployment of twelve West German di-
visions in the mid-1950s proved exceedingly difficult. Only after sharp debates
between the CDU and SPD could those compromises be found that shaped the
profile of the Federal Republic’s newly created armed forces, called the Bundeswehr.
By establishing the office of the commissioner of the armed forces, the Federal
Diet symbolically asserted civilian control over the military. At the same time,
the conception of “internal leadership,” propagated by Undersecretary of De-
fense Count Wolfgang Baudissin, sought to create “civilians in uniform,” in order
to break with the blind obedience of the past. Moreover, compulsory military
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service was limited to twelve months, and conscientious objectors could under-
take other forms of civilian duty in hospitals and old-age homes. The new uni-
forms and helmets, which were based on Western models, as well as the more
casual tone between officers and enlisted men, signaled a clear departure from
Prussian traditions. Already in 1949 a caricature featuring a strange two-headed
animal highlighted the contradictory nature of this armed force with the cap-
tion: “Bunny rabbits toward the west, watchdogs toward the east.”64

In contrast, the creation of a national “people’s army” triggered a more open
push for remilitarization in the GDR. In 1956 the Nationale Volksarmee (NVA)
was founded from the ranks of the People’s Police as a professional army of
volunteers loyal to the Communist Party. But due to the resistance of some seg-
ments of the population, it was only after the construction of the Berlin wall
that compulsory military service was introduced. Because the GDR, according
to the constitution of 1974, was “forever and irrevocably allied with the USSR,”
the Red Army exercised direct control over its client. Likewise, the leading role
of the SED in the NVA was guaranteed by the chairmanship of its general secre-
tary in the National Defense Council and the institution of political officers.
Ignoring its own peace campaigns, which were primarily aimed at the West, the
Communist Party thoroughly remilitarized its own society by recruiting in
schools and among youth groups for the next generation of officers. The tradi-
tional field grey of the uniforms, the goose-stepping at parades, and the snappy
appearance of the NVA constituted the external expression of a curious revival
of Prussian military traditions under the proletarian banner.65

Toward the end of the 1950s, the conflict between the longing for peace and
security precautions in West Germany came to a head with the question of tac-
tical atomic weapons. While the Federal Republic had explicitly renounced
atomic, biological, and chemical weapons in the Paris Treaties, both Adenauer
and his energetic Defense Minister Franz Josef Strauß wanted to gain some influ-
ence over this ultima ratio. Following an Allied air exercise that simulated the
millions of German casualties resulting from a nuclear exchange, eighteen physi-
cists, led by the Nobel Prize winner Max Planck, protested against this policy in
the sensational Göttingen Manifesto. Leading SPD politicians such as Gustav
Heinemann, numerous union members, critical Protestant theologians such
as Helmut Gollwitzer, and intellectuals including Heinrich Böll thereupon
launched a “campaign against nuclear death,” which in 1958 mobilized more than
150,000 people to protest in Hamburg alone. But after Nikita Khruschev’s Ber-
lin ultimatum signaled yet another new threat, the movement imploded and the
Federal Diet approved the introduction of nuclear delivery systems, as long as
control of the warheads remained with the Allies.66

The first test case for the potential deployment of the Bundeswehr in the
generally unpopular Vietnam War established the FRG’s doctrine of military
restraint. When in December 1965 American President Lyndon Johnson re-
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quested a medical unit and an engineer battalion and Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert MacNamara even spoke of combat troops, Chancellor Ludwig Erhard turned
them down. The FRG only extended easy credit to the South Vietnamese regime
and sent the hospital ship Helgoland to the Vietnamese coast. The foreign office
argued that for the FRG “freedom for movement in military affairs was limited
due to the consequences of the Second World War and the problems created by
the division of Germany.” Both older Germans, citing the trauma of the world
war, and younger ones, strongly criticizing American imperialism, categorically
rejected any such engagement. Thus, the interpretation that the Basic Law only
permitted the deployment of soldiers in the case of an attack on the Federal
Republic itself prevailed.67 In contrast, the SED leadership, in complete contra-
diction to their official slogans for peace, had no scruples about sending numer-
ous NVA instructors to aid national liberation movements in Africa.

The West German Social-Liberal cabinet instead concentrated on further
reducing international tensions by means of a new “Eastern Policy” (Ostpolitik)
after 1969. Behind its attempt to achieve “a normalized relationship between the
FRG and its eastern neighbors” stood the hope that the consequences of the world
war and the strains of the Cold War might yet be overcome. The conclusion of
the various “eastern treaties” with the Soviet Union and their client states spun
a “web of renunciations of violence,” that, by demonstrating the FRG’s inher-
ent peacefulness, sought to refute the accusation of revanchism and lessen the
lingering fear that many still held of the Germans. Likewise, Bonn’s de facto
recognition of the GDR was an attempt to diffuse, by way of a contractual agree-
ment, the internal German conflict and, by extension, initiate “change through
cooperation.” In the end, the Berlin Agreement offered some guarantees against
the return of East-West confrontations. The FRG also played a central role in
the internationalization and codification of the proceedings of the Conference
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) as its recognition of the status
quo on the continent also required its acceptance of the postwar borders estab-
lished at Potsdam, as well as the division of Germany.68 In the long-term, this
kind of active peace policy proved to be particularly successful.

The dilemma of maintaining the capability for defense and of pursuing the
reduction of tensions reasserted itself even more intensely toward the end of the
1970s. Helmut Schmidt’s attempt to prevent the strategic “uncoupling” of West-
ern Europe and the United States while safeguarding the progress made in East-
West relations encountered resistance from a public that clearly underestimated
the threat posed by the medium-ranged SS-20 missiles recently deployed by the
Soviet Union. The chancellor’s announcement that Pershing missiles of a com-
parable range would be stationed on West German soil overshadowed the accom-
panying declaration of his willingness to continue negotiations, and thus gave
birth to a new peace movement. In Easter marches, candlelight vigils, petitions,
and prayers for peace, hundreds of thousands came out to protest NATO’s dual
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track decision in a nuclear annihilation panic that the end of the world was near.
“We old folks want to act differently now,” wrote one former war photographer,
“because during the Nazi period we either took part or looked the other way
and kept silent.”69 Somewhat ironically, the SPD’s refusal to follow its own chan-
cellor led to the 1982 decision by the Free Democratic Party (FDP) to join a con-
servative government, which then proceeded to implement the deployment
anyway.70

The emergence of the peace movement was an expression of a social polar-
ization between ecological-pacifist idealists on the one hand and middle-class
political realists on the other. The conscientious objectors were part of the new
social movements of young, urban professionals, while “service in the army”
remained more popular in small-town, traditional milieus. Pacifism was also
widespread in the unions, the Protestant Church, and intellectual circles, and
advocacy of peace was organized in broad sections of the SPD and the Green
Party (the Greens). Support for the armed forces, in contrast, was more likely to
be found among industrialists, Catholics, the CDU, and the FDP. With peace slo-
gans and secret financing, the SED tried to bolster criticism of the Bundeswehr,
atomic weapons, and medium-range missiles in the West.71 While the middle-
class, conservative camp managed to win the decisive 1983 election, the wide-
spread longing for peace compelled the new Kohl government and its foreign
minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher to exercise self-restraint in foreign affairs, a
policy that was frowned upon as “Genscherism” in the United States.

Another result of the relaxation of tensions between the two Germanies in
the early 1980s was the growing sense of a German “community of responsibil-
ity” for the preservation of peace in central Europe. Among the diverse motives,
the ideologically distinct, but still common consciousness of guilt for the crimes
of Nazism continued to play a considerable role. Still, the FRG was also con-
cerned about its current interest in maintaining intra-German trade, as well as
the solvency of the East German economy, by then rapidly slipping into stagna-
tion. Similarly important for its Eastern policy were the “human relief” mea-
sures that penetrated the Berlin wall, such as the buying of prisoners’ freedom,
the easing of mutual visits, and the creation of new city partnerships. Safeguard-
ing this increasingly close network of ties inspired Helmut Schmidt and Helmut
Kohl in the West, and to some degree even Erich Honecker in the East, to coun-
teract the superpower confrontation in the renewed Cold War. The spectacular
state visits by both sides were a symbolic expression of this new peacefulness
between the two Germanies.72

In the shadow of détente, a peace movement ironically also developed in
the GDR, which seized upon the contradiction between the SED’s pacifistic
rhetoric and its militaristic practices. A handful of courageous Protestant pas-
tors supported conscientious objectors to military service and preached the
“beating of swords into ploughshares,” a message that resonated strongly among
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youth dissatisfied with official militarism. The party found it difficult to respond,
because internal critics could cite its own peace propaganda and appeal to in-
ternational public opinion. Secret police persecution led these dissidents to
rediscover the importance of traditional human rights within real existing
socialism and to found a group that called itself the “Initiative for Peace and
Human Rights.”73 In church services for peace, picket lines, and silent marches,
a minority of pacifists endeavored to demonstrate to their reluctant fellow citi-
zens the necessity for peace at all costs. The prominence of dissidents such as
Bärbel Bohley, Rainer Eppelmann, and Markus Meckel suggests just how much
this movement became a part of the mobilization in the fall of 1989.

This renunciation of war therefore had paradoxical consequences for poli-
tics in both German states. Due to the memory of wartime suffering, an elemen-
tary longing for peace emerged that transcended the ideological blocks and found
expression in the often-repeated slogan “No more war.” Nevertheless, the Cold
War forced the rearmament of both states within their respective alliances, as
neither was able to escape the pressures of their partners. Despite some ugly
scandals, however, the West German Bundeswehr turned out considerably more
civil than the remilitarized East German NVA. In foreign affairs, moreover, in-
tegration into the West and subsequent Ostpolitik helped tame West Germany’s
power by restraining its military and fostering multilateralism. Although some-
thing similar occurred in East Germany, it was due more to the state’s own
weaknesses than to a cultural change of heart. At the same time, the recurrence
of peace movements, which were not just staged by the Eastern secret police
(Stasi), also demonstrated a learning process of pacification that in some respects
overshot its mark, since its irritating claim to moral superiority rested on the
protection of other powers.74

Forgotten Changes

Over half a century after the end of the Second World War, the process of social
demilitarization has largely been forgotten; in restrospect, its success appears
self-evident. To understand the extent of this change, one must remember that
in 1945 more than half of all German men of fighting age found themselves in
some kind of uniform, be it army, air force, or navy; SS or SA; and air-raid war-
dens or labor service. In addition, there was deep-seated respect for the mili-
tary, enormous pride in its prior victories, and a widespread belief in war’s
necessity. In contrast, five decades later more than half of all conscripts refused
to perform military service, and Germans instinctively thought like civilians. Not
surprisingly, skepticism of military deployments abroad, even when under the
multilateral banner of the United Nations or NATO, remains pervasive, as evi-
denced by surveys taken after the attacks on the World Trade Center.75 The
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etymological affinity between “civil,” “civilian,” and “civilization” suggests that
this social distancing from the military and war was a first important step to-
ward the recivilizing of the Germans that has yet to be appreciated sufficiently.

The Allied consensus on the need for demilitarization had a decisive influ-
ence on this transformation, aiming as it did at a permanent liberation from
“Nazism and Prussian militarism.” The wartime debate about the underlying
causes of German aggression suggested that achieving this objective required
more than just the demobilization of the Wehrmacht and the dismantlement
of its machines of war—it demanded nothing less than a “spiritual and intellec-
tual demilitarization.” President Roosevelt told the U. S. Congress in Septem-
ber 1943: “When Hitler and the Nazis go out, the Prussian military clique must
go with them. The war-breeding gangs of militarists must be rooted out of Ger-
many—and out of Japan—if we are to have any real assurance of future peace.”
In order to change the militaristic state of mind, a member of the American
occupation staff argued in October 1945 that prohibiting military “literature,
symbolism, the continuation of traditions and every kind of military schooling
and training are all part of the problem of rooting out militarism in Germany.”76

Even if the sweeping bans of everything military sometimes bordered on the
ridiculous, their general implementation did succeed in banishing the cult of
militarism from public space.

Equally important, however, was how Germans themselves dealt with the
trauma of war, because only their break with the glorification of military hero-
ism could keep revanchism from flaring up again. The decisive defeat in battle
and its awful consequences at home prevented the Second World War from being
glorified in retrospect: “We soldiers from the front have had more than enough.
We know what it means to say goodbye and not know if you’ll ever come back.
. . . I went along with all that when I was 18 years old. I wouldn’t like to do it all
over again.” Cryptic hints about Nazi crimes turn up in numerous stories: “My
decisive experiences were, as I said, the terrible conditions of the war. And I can
quite understand why Germans . . . are really not very popular in the world. That
doesn’t come from nowhere.” Public admission of the futility of “the totally
pointless war” led to a privatization of memory in which the war years were
apostrophized as a “lost period of life.”77 Even if the psychological processes of
dealing with the aftermath of mass murder and mass death somewhat resist
reconstruction, it is likely that the distancing from and subsequent aversion to
war were also the result of innumerable ruminations about horrific individual
experiences.

The political effect of having been so traumatized was a deeply split public
opinion which, while tolerating a limited rearmament, wanted to impose strict
limits on the use of military force. While surveys show a principled skepticism
against the recourse to arms as a way to solve international conflicts, they also
demonstrate a limited willingness for self-defense with conventional weapons
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in the case of Communist aggression. In the 1970s and 1980s four-fifths of the
West German population rejected any deployment of weapons of mass destruc-
tion and did not want to see them introduced into the armed forces arsenal, even
as a deterrent. Nevertheless, some three-fifths demanded that the Federal Re-
public be defended against an attack from the East, although merely a slight
majority would tolerate a war on German soil. Only a third of those questioned
considered duty in the Bundeswehr as a contribution to peace, while a majority
of the older generation still supported military service.78 The attempt to imple-
ment a rigorously civilian policy that would avoid all military entanglement was
a logical consequence of such public ambivalence.

The rejection of militarism was thus the first important result of the collec-
tive learning process that transformed Germany after 1945. The bitter admis-
sion of the Wehrmacht’s “criminal acts” in the Second World War through
“partly active, partly passive participation” in the genocide of the Jews, mass
deaths of POWs, deportation of forced laborers, and brutal attempts to crush
partisans suggests a fundamental change during the second half of the twenti-
eth century that Thomas Berger has called “a culture of anti-militarism.”79 To
be sure, a conservative minority of the older generation continues to protest
against this critical verdict by military historians, and young skinheads remain
fascinated by military traditions. But the remarkable public success of the trav-
eling exhibit, unapologetically entitled “War of Annihilation: The Crimes of the
Wehrmacht,” underlines the extent of the metamorphosis of German attitudes.
Indeed, one might ask whether this cultural reversal has, perhaps, been exag-
gerated to the point that regardless of circumstances, peace is now viewed, like
war had been before, as an absolute, incontestable, and always valid good. Has
the German population today come to possess a new “arrogance of humility”
that might have negative consequences of its own?80
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C H A P T E R  2

Questioning the Nation

Due to fear of the victorious powers and disappointment in Hitler’s prom-
ises, the total defeat initiated a rapid process of distancing from National

Socialism and its organizations. For example, “The first thing we did was take
an oil portrait of Hitler from its hook, and then we cleaned off the bookshelf.”
Günter Esdor, a former member of the Hitler Youth, remembered his family’s
hasty purge in the spring of 1945: “Hitler’s book Mein Kampf was among the
items removed, but even more dangerous were the party insignia, membership
lists, and other clear proof of having followed Hitler.” Heeding the wise advice
of a grandfather who had already lived through several regime changes, the family
dumped all objects adorned with the swastika into a fetid manure pit. “I was
ashamed, I felt like a blasphemer. But the fear of being shot outweighed every-
thing else.” While this process of self-denazification, carried on by the thousands,
may have removed the superficial signs of National Socialism, overcoming the
nationalism that stood behind it would prove much more difficult. As Esdor
conceded, “Of course most Germans . . . mourned the collapse of the Third
Reich, that is, as long as they had not been persecuted by the Nazi regime.”1

From the very beginning, denazification was a central war aim of both the
Allies and the regime’s anti-Fascist opponents in the resistance or in exile. De-
stroying the Nazi tyranny, first by banning the Nazi Party and its organizations
and then by completely “removing all Nazis from their positions of power,”
topped the list of the directives for the occupation and the resolutions of the
Potsdam conference. Indeed, denazification was viewed as the crucial precondi-
tion for bringing peace to a newly liberated Europe.2 Manifestos of the German
resistance likewise called for “an inner purification of Germany from corruption
and crimes,” insisting that “the violent tyranny of National Socialism must be
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eradicated root and branch.”3 This demand for the total elimination of Nazi
power rested, however, on the somewhat comforting assumption that there
existed a fundamental difference between the Nazi Party and the German people,
and that by removing a limited number of evildoers, the rest might be brought
to their senses. Similarly, the metaphors of Nazi “gangsters” or the “sickness”
of Nazism that circulated widely in America suggested the possibility of a reha-
bilitation of the Germans; they needed only to be liberated from their criminal
leadership or from the pathogens that infected their political culture.4

Yet not all observers were convinced that the “Nazi government” and the
German people could be so clearly separated as to create the basis for building
a stable postwar polity. In a private letter that used the polarizing language found
in so much war propaganda, Franklin D. Roosevelt therefore described the war
as a “crusade to save . . . civilization from a cult of brutal tyranny, which would
destroy it and all of the dignity of human life.”5 Behind such words lurked a
conception of history that understood Prussian militarism and submission to
authority as immutable features of the German national character. Likewise, the
Soviet writer Ilja Ehrenburg and U.S. journalist Raymond Daniell regarded the
German population’s support for the Nazi regime as proof of its utter deprav-
ity: “Slowly Europe and the world are growing to realize . . . that the German
people themselves, and not just the Kaiser or Hitler, are what we have to con-
tend with, for in any people who can sit idly by and not protest such actions
there is some grave moral lack.” Believing that more than just a few Nazis were
to blame, some Allied politicians such as British diplomat Lord Robert Vansittart
and U.S. Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau wanted to treat “the en-
tire nation as criminals.” Above all, they held the Germans’ deep-seated nation-
alism responsible for the crimes of the Third Reich.6

Historical scholarship has examined only some dimensions of this complex
of personal purification and ideological reorientation while largely ignoring other
aspects. Through intensive local research, denazification studies have docu-
mented the administrative attempts to eliminate party members, thereby reveal-
ing the extent of the exchange of personnel, above all in the Western Zones. But
sympathy for the complete rupture demanded by the “anti-Fascist committees”
that sprang up with the German surrender has led many authors to interpret
denazification as a complete failure, rather than to appreciate the limited, but
still significant, discontinuities that it created. They frequently cite its perver-
sion into what West German historian Lutz Niethammer has called a “factory
for [absolving] followers,” suggesting that the process allowed former Nazis to
shed their past all too easily, and often only superficially.7 Such thinking, in fact,
has given rise to the impression of a more rigorous purge of former Nazis in the
Soviet Zone, even though in some areas—for example, medicine, technology,
and the military—high percentages of Nazis were tolerated there as well.8 The
literature on reeducation policy has not offered a genuine corrective, either, since



48 Forced Reorientation

it is largely limited to the attempts to change the structure of schools, while
overlooking the content-oriented and didactic aspects of the reform.9 Finally,
scholarship on the national question after 1945 concentrates almost exclusively
on the international and domestic problems of reunification, virtually ignoring
the persistence or transformation of cultural identities.10

An analysis of the distancing from the nation in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, therefore, must go beyond denazification and probe the broader
repudiation of nationalism. To be sure, the purge of the Nazis in the narrower
sense of the word remains an essential starting point because it was the elimina-
tion of Nazi fanatics from positions of leadership in both the West and the East
that provided the foundation for all further changes in political culture. But even
more important would be a broader analysis of the retreat from nationalism,
the collapse of the nation as a reference point, and the search for other ties of
loyalty, because these factors continue to be responsible for the lack or pride in
being German, in contrast to other nationalities. Finally, the surprising persis-
tence of a specific kind of German identity, even if its form has changed, should
also be addressed, as without its emotional pull the entrance of the East Ger-
man states in 1990 into the FRG and the reconstitution of a tamed nation-state
would not have been possible. The notion of a “postnational nation” goes straight
to the conceptual heart of the matter, because its paradoxical character demands
an explanation.11

Purging the Nazis

In German collective memory, a standard narrative describes the process of
denazification, recurring in a stylized version in many autobiographies. As
Alexander Dicke, at the time an adolescent in the Ruhr region, recalled decades
later:

Every German had to fill out the Allied government’s lengthy question-
naire (with 131 items), which contained some embarrassing questions
relating to membership and activities in Nazi organizations. If one
wanted a position, he needed a certificate of denazification that included
proof of his classification as a nominal follower or beneficiary. Denazi-
fication boards attempted to shed light on the darkness of the Nazi past
of those under scrutiny. But experiences . . . show that these denazifica-
tion proceedings met with just as little success as the reeducation pro-
grams of the Allies.12

This description contains all of the essential elements of the basic storyline of
the denazification process: the political objective of screening, the method of
filling out a long questionnaire, the judicial proceeding before a denazification
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board, and a concluding judgment that labeled the attempted purge a failure.
The popularity of this narrative and its influence on historiography beg that it
be deconstructed: How reliable is this rendition of events, and how conclusive
is this judgment of their effects?

What is missing from this description is the contradictory character of
denazification, a process whose objectives and methods changed considerably
over time. Spurred on by General Lucius Clay’s promise that “men with a Nazi
viewpoint and who have been active in the Nazi party will be purged, and purged
quickly,” the initial phase focused on the dissolution of Nazi organizations, the
dismissal of Nazis from administrative posts, and the internment of high-level
functionaries as well as potential war criminals.13 For the members of the fallen
elite, being committed to an internment camp no doubt came as a terrible shock
since they were treated more harshly than ordinary POWs, because they were
considered the core of the Third Reich. At first, most could barely grasp the reality
of Germany’s collapse, and, clinging bitterly to their national pride, claimed to
have no knowledge whatsoever of Nazi crimes: “Ultimately, it turned out that
they all together rejected any ‘blame’ for themselves.” As reliable documents were
lost in the postwar confusion, and even brutal interrogation shed little light on
the truth, the hearing of evidence sometimes dragged on, generating new re-
sentment against the supposed “discrepancy between the rhetoric and the actual
actions” of the victorious powers.14

Although the U.S. military took vigorous action, interrogators did not al-
ways possess sufficient language skills or knowledge of local culture to discover
all truly guilty parties. While German emigrants in American uniforms, such as
the specially trained “Camp Richtie boys,” played an important part in the oc-
cupation, the vast majority of GIs could barely understand the fine differences
between fanatics, opportunists, and nominal adherents—or, for that matter,
members of the resistance. Admonitions such as “now Sie go back, nichts Hitler,
nichts National Socialism, nichts Hitler Youth, nichts SS” with which they bom-
barded POWs upon their release were not, to say the least, very effective. Some
die-hard Nazis escaped responsibility altogether by committing suicide, while
others went underground. Most, however, tried to conceal their guilt by destroy-
ing evidence. In July 1945, the U.S. military governor was able to report proudly
that the Nazi Party had been dissolved, 80,000 Nazi leaders had been arrested,
and 70,000 Nazi activists were dismissed from positions in the civil service. Still,
local differences in the implementation of denazification policies gave rise to a
widespread impression of arbitrariness: “In town all officials and public employ-
ees who belonged to the Nazi Party are being dismissed. The Americans appear
to be much more ruthless in their zeal to de-nazify than the British and the
French, and, for that matter, even the Russians.”15

Following the military guidelines of July 7, 1945, denazification quickly as-
sumed the bureaucratic character for which it would become notorious. Because
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so many documents had been destroyed by bombing and fighting, the U.S.
military government attempted to generate its own information about the ex-
tent of involvement with the Nazis with the help of a detailed questionnaire,
which ultimately comprised 131 separate questions. Fortunately, a worker in a
paper factory had been able to save the Nazi Party’s membership files, making it
possible to cross-check some of the responses to these questions.16 In yet another
law promulgated on September 26, OMGUS (Office of the Military Governor–
United States) forbade the “employment of Nazi Party members” in any occupa-
tion above that of ordinary laborer in the hope of catching collaborators still active
in business. Above all, the purge concentrated on the 300,000 members of the civil
service in the American Zone, of whom approximately half were charged in one
way or another. Expulsions based solely on the criteria of party membership and
rank did little to distinguish between “nominal Nazis” and dedicated perpetra-
tors, and thus created “a deficit of competent, politically reliable replacement[s].”
It is no wonder that this schematic approach seemed “like a scene from the the-
ater of the absurd” to the majority of Germans affected by it.17

Not until the promulgation of the “law for the liberation from National
Socialism and Militarism” on March 5, 1946, was the task of denazification trans-
ferred into the hands of German review boards. While pressure from an Ameri-
can public whose opinions had been shaped by the Nuremberg trials demanded
drastic measures, local military authorities faced more pragmatic problems, such
as educating children after 80 to 85 percent of the teachers had been dismissed.
At the same time, the first German state governments pressed, as the state minis-
ter Heinrich Schmitt in Bavaria put it, for an “individual investigation procedure”
and for the arrangement of categories of guilt in such a way that investigators
would be able to distinguish between the more and less guilty parties. Similarly,
the various state governments requested the restoration of at least the percep-
tion of legal safeguards through the institution of denazification boards, whose
members were to be recruited from anti-Fascists with unblemished records.
Hammered out during further negotiations with the military, the new law dis-
tinguished between categories such as “I. Chief Nazis; II. Nazis (activists, mili-
tarists, beneficiaries); III. Lesser Nazis (probation group); IV. Nominal followers;
V. Exonerated.” Despite the reversal of the burden of proof, this law created a
process that granted the accused the possibility of some defense.18

For the large number of people who were incriminated, the denazification
procedure was hardly a trifling matter, as without a certificate of exoneration
there was no chance of holding onto a normal job. To begin with, all adults over
the age of eighteen had to report to their local authorities to register the entire
population. At the same time, members had to be selected for the denazification
boards from among “people for whom not revenge, but rather equity, is the
guiding principle” and who were aware of local circumstances so that they would
be able to see through excuses. Moreover, it was possible for citizens to denounce
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Nazis and their accomplices, thereby assisting the boards in obtaining much
needed information. The recommended sanctions were severe, ranging from up
to ten years in a work camp, confiscation of property, and exclusion from pub-
lic office to the cancellation of pensions and losing one’s right to vote. Finally,
the military government also supervised the implementation of the review with
Argus eyes, reserving for itself the right to intervene directly, as it did when it
dissolved the sixth Munich board for its supposed “miscarriage of justice.”19

Since filling out the questionnaire was quite a nuisance, a good many of those
who were affected by it considered denazification a real threat to their future.

The impression of leniency that so many remembered, however, derives
from the bulk of the judgments rendered by the denazification boards. A typi-
cal case was the proceeding against the paper engineer S., who was recommended
for group III of the “lesser Nazis.” Born in Württemberg in 1903, S. had belonged
to sports and singing clubs in his youth. He then worked as a shop supervisor
for a few years in Switzerland, before finally becoming a senior engineer in Aus-
tria. Not only did he enter the party and the labor front in 1937, the People’s
Welfare a year later, and finally the National Air Defense League, but from 1944
on he also served as a cell leader in the Nazi Party. In his defense he stated that
he “had only participated nominally in Nazism,” and he accepted the office of
cell leader as an invalid, exempted from military service, under pressure from
the higher leadership. Witnesses confirmed these claims, testifying that they were
not aware of his party membership and that he “should only be regarded as a
nominal follower.” Likewise, inquiries revealed “that nothing politically detri-
mental is known about him.” As a result, the board put him into category IV,
which was reserved for nominal Nazis, while fining him a hefty 1,000 RM to cover
the costs of the proceedings. So well did he appear to have come through the
process that in 1969 a local newspaper was able to report on the fortieth anni-
versary of the business firm that he had subsequently started. Because many party
members were opportunists, it does not, in retrospect, seem terribly illogical for
the boards to have classified them as such.20

In less incriminating circumstances, the review process usually led to an
acquittal, thereby allowing the accused to continue his career. Having entered
the party in 1937, the SA in 1940, and the NSV as early as 1933, the theater direc-
tor D., for example, was initially classified as a category IV. But when he came
before the board, he claimed that he was “first and foremost an artist and not
particularly interested in politics, especially party politics.” That, along with the
several “strikingly anti-Nazi” statements that he made under oath and his “al-
ways tolerant and politically unobjectionable” behavior, earned him a certifi-
cate clearing him of all charges. Similarly, an aristocratic school principal who,
“because of membership in the Nazi Party,” had been forbidden to engage in
any pedagogical activities, was classified as “exonerated” on account of her ad-
vocacy of the Confessing Church, a wing of the Protestant Church opposed to
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Nazi religious policies, and the fact that she had not employed Nazis in her
school. Although she found the process humiliating, she was allowed to con-
tinue running a renowned private school. These few examples from among thou-
sands demonstrate that in the majority of cases the denazification boards were
inclined not to examine critically the whitewashing testimony that was some-
times formulated according to the self-serving principle of “first you testify for
me, and then I’ll testify for you.”21

Despite the leniency of many verdicts, the law to purge Nazis from public
positions unleashed a storm of outrage. In an open letter, the Council of Evan-
gelical Churches criticized the policy as retroactively “too strict” and, as a re-
sult, counterproductive. Likewise, a letter to the editor that appeared in the Swiss
daily newpaper Die Tat denounced the law as “logical nonsense, judicial per-
versity and moral perfidy,” because it rested on the assumption of collective guilt
and sprang “purely from considerations of party politics.” In a mimeographed
brief, the conservative Catholic Baron von Lünigk polemicized against the “offen-
sive hypocrisy” of the Allies, who had never atoned for their own atrocities, such
as the bombing of Dresden: “Who gives to them the moral legitimacy to be the
judge of me and my fellow countrymen?” Refusing to recognize the advantages
of a judicial process, he claimed: “Even today injustice is being practiced and
bondage is being spread, with the very same means and methods of the Nazis.”22

Likewise, the tenor of Ernst von Salomon’s successful novel The Questionnaire
reveals the deep wound this procedure inflicted on Germans’ feelings of self-
worth, which overshadowed any potential sense of guilt after the war.23

Although the military government wanted to continue its rigid policy of
purging Nazis, the enormity of the task, along with growing criticism from the
German population, eventually forced them to modify its implementation. While
U.S. military governor Clay bemoaned the slowness of the process and the “white-
washing” of the accused, the Bavarian minister for denazification pointed out
the need to accommodate “nominal party members.” To accelerate the process-
ing of the 3.66 million affected (out of a total of 13.41 million in the U.S. Zone),
in August 1946 OMGUS announced a general amnesty for youth, exempting
all those born after 1919 from further punishment. Drawing on a suggestion
made by American trade unions, the Supreme Commander General Joseph
T. McNarney amnestied yet another million nominal Nazis with an annual in-
come of less than 3,600 Mk so that the denazification boards could devote them-
selves to the more difficult cases of the chief culprits.24 During the summer of
1947, the state governments suggested a further simplification of the process but
were unable to convince the military government to adopt it. Only once the
Soviet Union ended denazification in its zone in early 1948 did the Americans
decide to follow suit.25

While the other Western powers generally submitted to American pressure
for a thorough denazification, they established their own priorities. For instance,
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the British proceeded more pragmatically so as not to endanger the “viability of
the administration,” especially in the Ruhr mining industry, and to allow the
populace to participate more actively in the process itself. Nevertheless, they also
insisted on implementing the purge “with much vigor” in such key areas as the
civil service and education: “It is not the questionnaire, but rather the person
who ought to be examined.”26 The English, however, distinguished between the
specific judicial guilt of those primarily responsible in groups I and II, whose
cases they reviewed themselves, and general political responsibility, the judg-
ment of which they left to the Germans. Given the persistent criticism coming
from various quarters such as the Protestant Church, the process was revised in
early 1948, then discontinued altogether shortly thereafter.27 Somewhat surpris-
ingly, the French acted still more magnanimously, perhaps because they primar-
ily sought to achieve security from a renewed attack and thus drew less of a
distinction between the various categories of the hated boches.28 They interned
and released a smaller percentage of party members, classified almost half as
“nominal followers,” and let the rest off scot-free.29 By moving their domicile
to another zone, former Nazis therefore could attempt to evade examination.

In contrast, the “eradication of Nazism” in the Soviet Zone was more rig-
orous, since it aimed above all to secure the power of the Communist minority
by restructuring social relationships.30 During the occupation, Soviet forces as
well as Communist Party members arrested and fired all of the Nazis they could
find. After the issuing of “purification” laws at the state level and of new guide-
lines for the “anti-Fascist-democratic” bloc in the fall of 1945, Communists also
began distinguishing between Nazi criminals, active Nazis, and nominal party
members. As a result, entire professions such as teachers, judges, and police
officers were dismissed en masse. Because of regional disparities in implemen-
tation, the Soviet Military Administration of Germany (SMAD) in December
1946 insisted on a rigorous application of the Control Council’s order No. 12,
which required the “removal of all members of the Nazi Party who belonged to
it actively, not just nominally,” as well as all other enemies of the occupation.31

The ensuing criticism of the mass dismissals, however, forced the council to
revise its decision in order No. 201 of August 1948, which made the rehabilita-
tion of nominal Nazis contingent upon their contributing to reconstruction. To
end the uncertainty caused by the expropriation of property formerly held by
“the great Junker landholders” and the “monopolistic lords of capital” that re-
sulted from land reform and referenda against “war criminals,” the SMAD de-
clared the purge a success and dissolved the commissions in February 1948.32

The discrepancy between the contemporary press reports of success and the
memory of the purge’s failure raises questions about its actual effectiveness. The
unreliability of existing statistics, and the mutual accusations of the “elimina-
tion of capitalism” in the Soviet Zone and of a “Nazi paradise” in the Western
Zones, especially Bavaria, render any answer uncertain at best.33 Nevertheless,
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the outlines of the decisions emerging from West German summary figures seem
fairly clear: Of the 3,660,648 affected persons, 1,667 fell into the group of chief
culprits, 23,060 into that of the majorly “incriminated” (not including British
figures), and 150,425 into that of the “less incriminated.” Thus altogether, only
these 4.8 percent were considered the hard core of the Nazis and punished ac-
cordingly. Another 995,874, or 27.2 percent, were classified as nominal mem-
bers, while 1,213,873, or 33.2 percent, were completely exonerated. Added to these
figures were 358,317 amnestied, 782,803 uncharged, and 124,629 people otherwise
not classified. According to a similar survey of January 1, 1947, among the 553,170
Nazis in the Eastern Zone, 307,370 had been forcibly dismissed, 83,108 were pro-
hibited from further employment, and the final third working in the railroad,
business, or medicine were “temporarily left in place.”34

What, then, did the vast effort of denazification ultimately achieve? First,
as a consequence of the second law of the Allied Control Council of October 15,
1945, stipulating “the termination and dissolution of Nazi organizations,” the
Nazi Party, its organizations, institutions, and all groups affiliated with it sim-
ply disappeared. With the exception of a handful of isolated attempts to carry
on underground, the continued existence of Nazism was thus effectively pre-
vented. Second, despite differences in implementation and a number of indi-
vidual scandals, prominent Nazis were essentially eliminated as a group from
public life. During the Cold War, moreover, a critical public sphere on both sides
of the iron curtain kept careful watch to ensure that no politician who was too
burdened by his Nazi past was allowed to assume a position of major author-
ity.35 Third, Nazism as an ideology had been so thoroughly discredited by the
Nuremberg trials and subsequent court proceedings that Nazi arguments, when
they were recognized as such, were no longer tolerated in the public sphere. As
a result, the foundation for a fundamental change in the political culture was
laid—partly in reaction to modernizing influences emanating from outside of
the country, and partly through linkages to progressive traditions within it.

What did not succeed, however, was the complete elimination of all former
Nazis from professional life, since that was an unrealistic objective from the start.
Despite massive pressure from the international community and the wishes of
German anti-Fascists, it proved simply impossible to condemn all 6.5 million Nazi
Party members to manual labor in service of reconstruction, since without expert
knowledge the administration and economy of the occupied country would have
quickly broken down. The experiment also failed to convince all Nazi followers
from the old elite to atone for their complicity, as the denazification boards first
had to process the questionnaires and lawyers delayed many hearings until finally
the purge, largely due to the ensuing Cold War, was ended. The attempt to bring
about a reorientation of all opportunistic Nazis, which began in the internment
camps and was continued by the licensed media, was also less than successful, as
they often only changed their vocabulary while still clinging to their old racist and
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anti-Communist prejudices. Finally, the process never achieved general acceptance.
As public opinion surveys showed, agreement with the policy fell from 57 percent
in March 1946 to 17 percent in May 1949. In the end, overly ambitious goals and
bureaucratic implementation set the populace against the purge.36

The rightist memory of a “failed denazification,” nonetheless, appears to
be a legend. Since it relies mostly on unspoken criteria, this negative assessment
of the purge is similarly misleading when it is presented from a left-wing per-
spective. If the expectation is that all party members were to be dismissed, then
every Nazi who resurfaced after 1945 serves as proof of the failure of denazifi-

cation. But if the criterion is political influence beyond the immediate collapse,
then the long-term success becomes just as clear. Was it not in the Soviet Occu-
pation Zone where denazification was pursued more rigorously and in disre-
gard of the right to self-defense that a second dictatorship emerged? However
exasperating it may have seemed to some, the rehabilitation of nominal Nazis
was never really a threat, because their internment, release, and screening gave
the anti-Fascists and others with an unblemished record a lead in occupying
positions in the administration and in forming political parties. Did not the
reintegration of Nazi followers under the eyes of the occupation and a critical
public actually facilitate the reconstruction and democratization of the Federal
Republic, because it prevented the emergence of a subculture of bitter-enders?
The actual paradox of the great purge is thus the contradiction between the fact
that it undoubtedly petered out in the short term but nonetheless achieved most
of its aims in the long run.

Distancing from Nationalism

Behind the debates surrounding denazification lay the still more difficult chal-
lenge of breaking with the radical nationalism that was more deeply anchored
in German culture than National Socialism. Clear-headed observers understood
that a return to the values and practices of Western civilization would require a
fundamental change in “national mentality” that would cure it once and for all
from its pan-German pretensions. The political journalist Dolf Sternberger thus
lamented the “grave perversion” of patriotism through its arrogation by Nazism,
countering that “the concept of the Fatherland can be fulfilled only by its free
constitution.”37 “It was clear to me that an era had reached its end. The world in
which I had lived for years and which had given purpose to my life seemed to
have perished,” Alexander Dicke later recalled. “It was an uneasy feeling, being
so disorientated, because no one knew what would come next.”38 The fact that
the effort to come to terms with the defeat affected intellectuals as well as ordi-
nary people raises the question of how this reorientation actually occurred, what
was repressed, and what, ultimately, was learned.
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The precondition for a successful rehabilitation was, of course, the official
termination of the Nazi regime though the assumption of sovereignty by the
Allies on June 5, 1945. “Admiral Friedeburg poisoned himself on a ship in Flens-
burg where the members of the government were stripped of their offices,” one
woman from Hamburg reported succinctly on May 28. “Dönitz [is] removed
and taken prisoner.” The inglorious end of German statehood did not fail to
leave an impression on observant contemporaries. “In the next few days our
government is to meet with the inter-allied commission. Its task is to coordi-
nate the measures to be taken by the individual zone commanders, who, inci-
dentally, treat the subjected [Germans] arrogantly and arbitrarily.” The rivalry
between the superpowers was already beginning to show, for American news-
papers gave the impression that “the United States was gradually feeling ashamed
at being politically outmaneuvered by the Soviet Union.”39 Among the most
important consequences of the Allies’ accession to power was Germany’s trans-
formation into an object of international politics and the step-by-step division
of the country, which, by robbing nationalism of its political stage, ultimately
rendered it politically impotent.

More important than symbolic acts such as the final dissolution of Prussia,
however, was the demonstration of German powerlessness by the presence of
occupation troops in the public space.40 Even as they were being “overrun,”
survivors marveled at the “vast and unending stream of vehicles” containing
Anglo-American soldiers, who drove in jeeps and trucks, wore clean clothes, and
looked well-fed. The directives on curfews, weapons bans, and food controls that
people could read from the bilingual signs posted at street corners drove home
the fact not only that the Nazi big-shots had disappeared but also that the re-
maining administrators could act only in the areas granted to them by the oc-
cupiers. People also feared the arbitrary quartering of Allied troops, which
affected former Nazis as well as ordinary citizens whose homes had survived the
fighting. Lastly, profiteering on the black market, prostitution, and similar ac-
tivities ranked among the uglier manifestations of the occupation. The actor
Hans Doerry satirized the feeling of being at the mercy of the victors by recast-
ing the words of the German national anthem:

From the Niers to the Neiße,
From the Eider to the Inn,
It’s all one great big pile of shit,
And that is where we now sit.41

The Allied program for reorientation in the media, schools, and culture
attempted to discredit nationalism through a carrot and stick approach. To put
an end to Nazi propaganda, which had been so notorious for its mendacity, the
occupying powers first forbade all German newspapers, radio programs, and
films. The Allies then attempted to fill the resulting information vacuum, in
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which rumors strangely flourished, with their own press organs, some of which
were produced by returning emigrants. In Soviet-controlled Berlin the Tägliche
Rundschau began publishing as early as April 1945. “We’re dealing with the end-
less rehashing of party dogmas, with a tasteless glorification of the Soviet system,”
wrote one critical member of the staff bitterly. In mid-July the Neue Rheinische
Zeitung was founded as the mouthpiece of the British administration and, by
extension, of “public opinion” in the Rhineland as well. It was not until Octo-
ber that the more professionally produced, American-sponsored Neue Zeitung
appeared, which sought to serve as a model for a reformed press “through ob-
jective reporting, unconditional love of truth, and high journalistic standards.”
Only after a thorough screening were reliable German publishers and journal-
ists licensed to issue their own publications.42

A further effort targeted the primary and secondary schools in the hopes
that at least the younger generation could be weaned from the drug of national-
ism. For that to be successful, it was necessary to purge the teaching staff and
install untainted, democratic pedagogues as principals. But detaching youths,
who had been disappointed by the defeat and contaminated by the slogans of
the Hitler Youth, from the habits of racist and chauvinist thought proved rather
difficult. Moreover, “history lessons were not taught, because first a new con-
ception of history needed to be drafted, a task that scholars were charged with.”
Reading texts on the concentration camps like “The Hell of Buchenwald” and
watching films of their liberation like “Death Mills” produced a profound shock.
One former pupil recalled: “Although we realized that things would have ended
badly for us nonconformists had the Reich lived on, we still didn’t want to con-
demn everything that was preached to us as good and right, without examining
it.” When teachers wrestled with their own doubts, their lessons came across as
more believable. But when, as was often the case in the Soviet Zone, they simply
substituted new ideological phrases for old clichés, their efforts frequently “led
to defiance and rejection.”43

In the cultural realm, the occupation powers also attempted to repress harm-
ful influences, while at the same time reinforcing positive traditions and spread-
ing their own views as an alternative. After returning from exile in the United
States, the writer Alfred Döblin was deeply impressed with the insatiable appe-
tite for reading among a populace that had been cut off from the rest of the world
by the Nazi dictatorship: “People want to know, to hear from the outside, they
want novel impulses and to be given new strength.” To overcome the disdain
felt by the educated for mass civilization, the Americans initially concentrated
on importing their own high culture with newly founded “America Houses,”
which offered access to international modernity. Nevertheless, the first Rita
Hayworth film and authentic swing music broadcast by the Armed Forces Net-
work held considerably more appeal for German youth. The East German Cultural
Association, in contrast, dedicated itself to the thankless tasks of “eradicating
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fascist ideology,” rediscovering progressive traditions, popularizing Marxist clas-
sics in popular editions, and propagating the glorious example of the Soviet
Union. But reading previously forbidden works by Jack London, Upton Sinclair,
Heinrich Mann, or Lion Feuchtwanger did have a liberating effect. One youth
commented: “New worlds opened themselves up. I didn’t know that a litera-
ture without a nationalistic pathos [even existed], and [so] I was excited.”44

In addition to Allied initiatives, autonomous learning processes triggered
by the defeat similarly helped many Germans drop their nationalist reflexes:
“People appeared paralyzed. Would their lives become normal again?” Follow-
ing the deep shock of the occupation, an ordinary citizen recalled his youthful
search: “Questions immediately arose: How could this all have happened? Who
was to blame for this catastrophe?” Because the system which years of propa-
ganda had made seem invincible fell apart so quickly, previously suppressed
doubts about the war’s purpose finally surfaced. “Our sons have all died or been
blasted into cripples. Germany lies prostrate. The ruins condemn this system.”
The terrible reports from the concentration camps appeared incomprehensible,
especially to the officers who for years had fought on the Eastern Front. “I suffered
something like a nervous breakdown, asking [myself]: ‘To what ends have we
soldiers been misused; for what [purpose] have the German people stood firm
for so unbelievably long?’”45 Even when individuals admitted their own guilt,
such probing questions signaled the beginning of a lengthy process of rethink-
ing basic beliefs.

The unavoidable reexamination of the Nazi experience also led Germans
to call into question the nationalism that lay behind it. In retrospect, it was hard
for ordinary citizens to understand how a sophisticated people could have fol-
lowed such a primitive ideology, thereby questioning “the crimes of the Nazis—
their unforgivable ideology, their ignorance of basic economic and demographic
facts, their brutish biologism, which closed their minds to understanding tech-
nical developments, [and] their chiliastic slave mentality, which elected a mad-
man and murderer as its savior.” It was precisely because only a minority were
convinced Nazis that there had to be broader cultural reasons for the coopera-
tion of the majority with Hitler. The Germans “had become victims of an ideol-
ogy of fatherland and greatness, authority and obedience, military strength and
self-sacrifice, contempt for mankind and racial madness,” a contemporary re-
flected decades later. “They had themselves to blame in part, because they fol-
lowed false prophets.”46 Even if some fanatics chose to deny the connection, in
the end, support for genocidal Nazism, which had endured far too long, could
not but discredit more moderate forms of nationalism that were based on older,
secondary virtues.

Just how difficult it was for many people to detach themselves from Nazi
habits of thought is demonstrated by their emotional reaction to the alleged
charge of collective guilt, which came largely from abroad. Indeed, “some in-
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corrigible people, who simply do not want to recognize the crimes,” continued
to deny all responsibility or attempted to cover up their own role in them. Most
nominal followers were more likely to hold the dictatorship of the Nazi “gang
of criminals” responsible for the atrocities than to consider their own complic-
ity: “No foreigner can ever appreciate how suppressed we were. No one could
rebel publicly, as the specter of the Gestapo lurked above us.” Marxist anti-
Fascists considered the aristocratic and bourgeois elites as the guilty party, as
evidenced by the drastic language of one East German schoolgirl: “The Russians
took them into custody in camps as ‘capitalist pigs’ and ‘blood-sucking exploit-
ers.’”47 Only a few intellectuals such as Martin Niemöller objected to the effort
to relativize the Protestant Church’s confession of responsibility by referring to
the injustices of others: “Nevertheless, this position does not absolve us from
confessing our [own] guilt before God and the people.” One critical poem even
went so far as to justify the Germans’ punishment with their own culpability:

And God said: “No.”
I have to, want to strike you,
Because you piled guilt upon guilt,
Your glass is full to overflowing.48

Also helping to achieve some distance from nationalism were the reflections
of intellectuals on its fatal consequences, as well as their proposals for work-
able alternatives. By emphasizing the destructive power of radical national-
ism, Marburg University rector Julius Ebbinghaus advocated a return to a form
of patriotism based on the “rule of law,” which would have no need to shy away
from “the mirror of the moral world.” Similarly, liberal historians such as Walter
Goetz attempted to cleanse the love of the fatherland of racism, condemning
“the anti-Semitic theory of history” as a “vulgar and intentional falsification of
historical facts.”49 In the Eastern Zone, Marxist journalist Alexander Abusch told
the story of a “nation that, in the course of its battles against the forces of progress,
was driven by its reactionary elites onto a suicidal path.” Instead of falling back
on “socialist internationalism,” democratic Western intellectuals associated with
the sociologist Alfred Weber discussed the “development away from the previ-
ous nation-state toward an enforceable legal world order” of the United Nations.
Other independent minds sought to overcome nationalism by collaborating in
the project of unifying Europe, an idea that had already begun to be voiced in
resistance circles during the war.50

The most radical reaction to the misery of being German was the individual
effort to escape the tarnished nation through emigration. One young man re-
membered: “What we’d like to do most is emigrate, but what German would
not want to do that under the present and future circumstances?” In the words
of a typical letter of recommendation, this desire to leave “a destroyed and
starving homeland” rested above all on the hope of “realizing one’s fortune in
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another country among other people.” Most of these plans, however, failed for
lack of resources and connections, necessary to start anew in a faraway land.51

Moreover, other countries usually gave preference to the numerous Nazi vic-
tims who had survived the concentration and forced labor camps, and were now
called “displaced persons,” because they no longer had a home that they wanted
to return to. Yet “captured German scientists,” Nazis who had gone underground
as well as a million ordinary citizens who had been uprooted by flight and ex-
pulsion were ready to take their chances abroad.52 But once they arrived in a
new foreign environment, many soon found out how unpleasant it was to stand
out even more as German.

As they transformed themselves from the racist “national community” of
the Nazis into a collection of victims during occupation, many Germans, none-
theless, managed to preserve a certain sense of identity that transcended defeat:
“Due to their common fate, the German people retained a great deal of solidar-
ity even after the war’s end.” The camaraderie of the front, the fear shared by
the women who huddled together in bomb shelters, and the chaos of the Third
Reich’s collapse shaped new points of reference through collective suffering.
Above all, those who had committed no crimes could find “no reason whatso-
ever” other than their “inborn characteristic of being a German” for being ex-
pelled and put to flight. Thus the Czech impulse to punish, exploit, and eject
indiscriminately all hated nemcy (Germans) derived not only from an under-
standable passion for revenge but also from a reasoning based on unchangeable
national stereotypes. Occupation, captivity, hunger, and cold formed a new kind
of collective experience whose inescapable common denominator was member-
ship in the German nation. In wide sections of the populace, feelings of self-pity
for their newfound role as victims helped transform the formerly aggressive
nationalism into a defensive resentment toward “the awful things that have been
done to the German people.”53

Shared relief measures and support laws to help the struggle for survival also
provided a new social foundation for solidarity among Germans during the first
postwar years. The “CARE packages” from the United States offered “many treats
that had long been missed,” and relief actions such as the Allies’ school lunch
program provided some essential help. At the same time, relatives and acquain-
tances did provide many with food, shelter, and psychological support during the
most perilous moments of the occupation. “At last, the family was together again,”
recalled one anti-Fascist officer. “Life could begin once more.”54 Churches and
unions also helped, although the aid they provided often had a divisive effect on
this fragmented society since their efforts might split it still further into groups
with different rights, such as the “victims of fascism” or those doing “physical
labor,” who were favored when it came to food rations. The fact that relief for
the suffering, which had been sustained in the name of the nation, could only
be obtained at the state level had a decisive impact on Germans’ sense of them-
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selves. A comprehensive system of burden sharing, which compensated for the
war damage with the help of a special tax on those who emerged unscathed, also
helped engender a new kind of social solidarity in Germany. As a result, the erst-
while Aryan master race was forced to transform itself into a welfare commu-
nity made up of disabled veterans, widows, orphans, refugees, expellees, and the
homeless.55

At the same time, the humiliation of aggressive nationalism through the
territorial losses decreed by the Allies also perpetuated the national question, as
the country now once again stood divided. To be sure, the Potsdam Agreement
did put an end to the centuries-old tradition of a Reich that encompassed sev-
eral ethnic groups: “If one counts our eastern lands, the Soviet Union controls
half of the former area of the Reich. Europe’s borders are whittled down to the
territory of Charlemagne.” But the consolidation of each occupation zone’s
borders as administrative and economic units, coupled with the contrast between
the Allies’ future plans, ironically perpetuated a fixation on the regaining of
unified statehood. In the summer of 1946, therefore, the first mass rally of the
postwar period in Düsseldorf declared its unanimous support, “regardless of
political orientation or world view, for the political and economic unity of Ger-
many.” In a related vein, the SED consistently argued from Berlin, the former
capital of the Reich, that “the unity of the working class is the unity of Ger-
many.”56 In contrast to earlier quests for hegemony, the competition between
the newly formed national parties for a leadership role in “re-”unification could
only concentrate on saving the remnants of German territory.

While the Austrians quickly embraced separate statehood, other groups
affected by the break-up of the Reich nonetheless adhered to their sense of German-
ness in spite of its disadvantages. The continued insistence of the expellees on their
“right to a home” as both a demonstration of their origins and a legal basis for a
later return could also be explained as arising from a mixture of emotional and
material objectives. During the Cold War, older memories of the lost eastern ter-
ritories lived on in the term “central Germany,” which in right-wing circles was
the preferred designation for the Soviet Zone. Still, the resistance of 10,000 West
Germans to the “border corrections” demanded by Holland, Belgium, and Lux-
emburg after 1945, through which they might have switched from the camp of the
defeated into that of the victors, was striking. Similarly unexpected was the un-
ambiguous wish of the population in the Saarland to be neither annexed by France
nor accorded a neutral status between the two countries but, rather, to return to
the Federal Republic, which at the time was still under construction.57 Even when
remnants of greater-German nationalism could still be discerned in early post-
war rhetoric, such positions were generally the last gasp of those who stubbornly
tried to cling to an identity that had grown problematic in the meantime.

The founding of two competing states in 1949 was thus conceived as an
interim solution from which a comprehensive German nation-state would
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redevelop sometime in the future. The reunification mandate in the preamble of
the West German Basic Law demanded unmistakably that “the entire German
people are called on to achieve in self-determination the unity and freedom of Ger-
many.” The claim to legal succession of the German Reich and the comprehen-
sive definition of citizenship on the basis of ethnic descent within the borders of
1937 were expressions of a continuing feeling of nationality that was not satisfied
with the Western state then taking shape. Equally clear was the East German
constitution’s claim to represent the entire nation: “Germany is an indivisible
democratic republic that consists of the German states.” This perspective persisted,
if in a weakened form, when it was restated in the 1968 clause proclaiming that
“the GDR is a socialist state of the German nation,” before it was dropped entirely
in 1974 in exchange for a mere reference to “workers and peasants.”58 The horri-
fying extent of the second defeat contributed decisively to the transformation of
an aggressive nationalism into a defensive, residual sense of nationality.

The absence of an effective revanchist movement is yet another sign of the
waning influence of radical nationalism, even if the German question remained
unresolved after 1945. The difference between the civil war atmosphere during
the early Weimar Republic and the calmer climate that existed after 1945 can be
attributed to many factors: Unlike 1918, the second defeat was total in extent,
with the lengthy occupation destroying any illusion that its outcome could ever
be reversed. Also, the integration of the remnants of the decimated elite into
the CDU in the West and the National Democratic Party of Germany in the East
achieved greater success than in Weimar, thereby preventing the formation of
popular reactionary parties. The interruption of the military’s institutional con-
tinuity blocked the development of a “state within a state” with territorial am-
bitions like General Hans von Seekt’s Reichswehr in the 1920s. The ban on
neo-Nazi groups such as the Socialist Reich Party (SRP) in the West and the
organizational repression of the expellees in the East prevented the formation
of a broader revanchist movement. Finally, the polarization of the Cold War
submerged the national agenda beneath the ideological conflict between the two
blocks from which there was no escape. Though a core of incorrigible right-
wingers survived, chauvinism lost its broader appeal in the postwar period.59

The renunciation of radical nationalism after 1945 was thus the result of a
complex mixture of Allied restrictions and reorientation efforts on the one hand
and German learning and adaptation processes on the other. The basic decisions
for this secular transformation of mentality had already occurred in the early
postwar period, when Germany was still reeling from the shock of its total de-
feat. The loss of the territory annexed by the Third Reich, the cession of the
eastern provinces, the abolition of German statehood, and the visible presence
of the occupation powers made it clear to even the most obstinate that radical
nationalism had led to catastrophe. Apart from individual efforts to avoid re-
sponsibility by switching nationalities, it is remarkable, indeed, that a certain
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sense of ethnic solidarity survived the defeat to form a basis for mutual assis-
tance. Though German identity had been badly damaged by the crimes of the
Nazis, it did not disappear entirely but, rather, transformed its character into a
“community of fate.” As a result of the Second World War, being German be-
came an international stigma that had to be borne stoically and, at best, could
be attenuated through good behavior.

A Postnational Nation?

The rejection of radical nationalism left behind a deep emotional uncertainty
that conditioned the way Germans dealt with their own identity. Taking the
rather low survey results as proof of a “wounded nation,” conservative critics
such as the pollster Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann lamented the lack of national
pride compared with the enthusiasm shown in other European countries. Lib-
eral commentators—for example, the political scientist Karl-Dietrich Bracher
—offered a more positive interpretation of this trend and spoke instead of a
“postnational democracy among nation-states.” Out of the reality of a deeply
troubled self-consciousness, they thus made a virtue of postnationality, argu-
ing that, similar to the other “post”-concepts, Germans had survived the malady
of nationalism and learned from it.60 Although the West German public increas-
ingly understood nationalism negatively, East Germans continued to rely on the
nation as the primary point of reference when attempting to obtain private or
state assistance from the West. The paradox that demands explanation is there-
fore not simply the widespread turn away from nationalism but the continued
existence of some form of national solidarity.

In reaction to the nationalist hysteria of the Third Reich, many otherwise
level-headed citizens retreated into a largely prepolitical sense of Germanness
in the postwar period. After overcoming their “utter confusion and helpless-
ness,” conservative circles began to criticize the mistakes of occupation policy—
but they were not in a position to suggest convincing alternatives themselves.
For all of the talk about the dangers of a “mass age,” authoritarian concepts of
government had been discredited by the presidential regime’s complicity in the
Nazi seizure of power. Moreover, the bloody revenge that Hitler took on the
resistance of July 20, 1944, had to a large extent physically destroyed the tradi-
tional nationalist, but not dictatorial, elite. In addition, conservatives could not
act independently in foreign affairs, since during the Cold War they had to rely
on the protection of the Western superpower, which, at the same time, demanded
a basic liberalization of domestic politics. The attempt by conservative histori-
ans, most notably Gerhard Ritter, to salvage German nationalism by ridding it
of its more dangerous elements—for example, its penchant for blind obedience
or trust in uniforms— ultimately failed to restore its credibility.61
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In contrast, patriots on the left foundered both on their internal fragmen-
tation and the contradictory German policy of the Soviet Union. Due to the
polarization of the Cold War, the efforts of politicians like Jakob Kaiser, Kurt
Schumacher, and Gustav Heinemann to restore political unity between East and
West through national neutrality met with little success. The pronounced na-
tionalist rhetoric of the East German People’s Congress Movement was also
poorly received in the West, since it would have meant nothing less than the
dominance of the SED in a united Germany and a full-scale revolution in prop-
erty rights. Finally, the nonpartisan coalition movement represented by the
Committee for an Indivisible Germany was also unable to exert lasting influ-
ence on either the political culture or practical policy.62 The nationalism of the
left lost its attraction partly due to the inherent contradiction between its inter-
nationalist traditions and national objectives and partly due to the struggle for
power between the SPD and the SED. Finally, fluctuations in Soviet policy be-
tween punishment through territorial losses or holding hostage a socialist sat-
ellite, and a peaceful relationship to a neutral, unified Germany prevented any
genuine cooperation as well.63

Negative associations and missing perspectives thus led to a veritable flight
from Germanness in broad sections of the population and a chameleon-like
search for other identities. In the process, West Germans transformed them-
selves in the direction of the successful democratic model offered by the Ameri-
cans, whose economic potency and relaxed lifestyle seemed highly attractive in
comparison with the other occupation powers. While members of the political
elite were reassured by U.S. security guarantees against communism, and man-
agers stood impressed by the possibilities of mass production, intellectuals found
the creativity of modernist high culture attractive and youth were fascinated by
Hollywood films and rock music.64 Despite terrible memories of the Red Army’s
entry into Germany, the victorious Soviet Union and the real accomplishments
of socialism could also appear to some East Germans as a guarantor of a more
humane future that proved enticing even to skeptical bourgeois scholars like
Victor Klemperer.65 Yet another alternative was the turn toward Europe as a
transnational entity that was characterized both by its common consciousness
of occidental values and justified by the economic advantages of integration.66

The damaged self-confidence of Germans on both sides of the iron curtain
began to recover somewhat as they experienced such successes as making
progress with reconstruction and winning the 1954 Soccer World Cup. Indeed,
in the early postwar period, the guarantee of sheer survival amid chaotic condi-
tions of hunger and cold, occupation and denazification, the dismantling of
industry, and reparations gave some cause for satisfaction. After the currency
reform in the West, the steadily accelerating growth of the economy created the
basis for growing prosperity, while rising international demand for German
products offered proof of the country’s competitiveness, a fact of which its citi-
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zens could be proud. Although it began later and proved much weaker, even in
the East an economic upturn allowed for a newfound pride in its own achieve-
ment, thereby giving rise to a widespread sentiment of “We are back!” that helped
compensate for some of the political humiliations suffered since 1945. Though
it was undoubtedly linked to older national stereotypes of diligence and work-
manship, this unideological recovery of self-respect offered working Germans a
surrogate identity that eventually developed into a downright “Deutschmark
nationalism,” touting the success of the economy.67

In contrast, mounting self-criticism among intellectuals in the course of the
1960s led them to abandon the tradition of positive exceptionalism in exchange
for an emphatically negative conception of German identity. Unlike the earlier
educated middle class with its affirmative-nationalist orientation, this new stra-
tum of “intellectual workers” possessed a modern lifestyle, international per-
spective, and critical disposition.68 In trying to shed light on a sordid past,
Western novelists such as Günter Grass and Heinrich Böll, as well as playwrights,
including Rolf Hochhut and Peter Weiss, tackled head-on the issue of the crimes
of active Nazis, as well the guilt of passive followers. Although their works were
exploited as a means of garnering support for the SED regime, Eastern writers
such as Christa Wolf and Stefan Heym similarly helped establish some critical
distance to the Nazi legacy. In contrast to the increasingly positive self-image of
the majority of the populace, the emphasis on German responsibility for the
outbreak of the Second World War and the organized mass extermination of
the Jews eventually created something like a “Holocaust identity” among intel-
lectuals in the West and an anti-Fascist sense of self among the educated in the
East.69

The generational revolts of 1968 elevated this literary self-accusation to a
paradoxical form of negative nationalism. Although a change in values toward
postmaterialism also occurred in other Western societies, in West Germany this
development was reinforced by the older generation’s extraordinary loss of
authority as a long-term consequence of the Third Reich.70 The charge of re-
sponsibility for Nazi crimes played an important part in the indictment of guilt-
stricken fathers, as it allowed rebellious sons to reject their traditional nationalist
values all the more decisively. In a conscious effort to distance themselves from
their own origins, young people championed an emphatic internationalism,
a moralizing third-world mentality, and an often naïve sympathy for anti-
imperialist liberation struggles.71 Traces of a persistence of a German excep-
tionalism turned inside out remained in the radical nature of demands by the
new social movements, which emphasized responsibility for peace, the envi-
ronment, and women’s emancipation more emphatically than in neighboring
countries. Depending on one’s political position, this negation of the nation was
either praised as a sign of postnational liberalization or lamented as a form of
collective self-hatred.
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In the 1970s, the concept of “constitutional patriotism” offered a left-
democratic response to the question of what might serve as the basis for politi-
cal solidarity. This formula, coined by the political scientist Dolf Sternberger
and popularized by the social philosopher Jürgen Habermas, represented a de-
cisive departure from an ethnic understanding of the nation and built instead
on moral values such as human rights. Indeed, the concept reflected the grow-
ing recognition that the Basic Law offered crucial protection for nonconform-
ist individuals and critical groups from the repressive urges of state power.72 The
renunciation of the term “nation” in the 1974 constitution of the GDR pointed
in a similar direction, as it made the ideological principle of Marxism the basis
of the political system. Because of its explicit connection to democracy, the
notion of “constitutional patriotism” appealed strongly to intellectuals, but
its pronounced rationalism failed to satisfy the popular need for emotional
identification with the community. The result was thus a growing distance be-
tween the critical self-image preferred by intellectuals and a more positive, eth-
nically rooted identification that appealed to the broader population.

In the 1980s, the distancing from the nation accelerated with the develop-
ment of a binationalism that not just tolerated the existence of two states de facto
but sought to justify it morally as well. The call of leftist writers and historians
for a full recognition of the GDR and acceptance of East German citizenship
relied partly on ethical and partly on political arguments.73 A somewhat sim-
plistic view of the causes of the crime of “Auschwitz” rooted the Holocaust in
the existence of a German nation-state and thus saw its break-up as a historical
necessity. An equally facile thesis demanded that Germans make the sacrifice of
accepting their division as a precondition for the maintenance of peace in Cen-
tral Europe so as to atone for their historical guilt in splitting the continent. Due
to the failure of reunification rhetoric, more realistic commentators pointed
instead to the consolidation of the Federal Republic and the GDR, which had
both begun to develop characteristics of separate nations, making dual state-
hood seem inevitable. Although this diagnosis was correct in recognizing the
tendency toward reinforcement of separate statehood, its apodictic nature
proved ultimately premature.

Due to such developments, the majority of the West Germans displayed clear
signs of a fractured identity a generation after the war’s end. Conservative poli-
ticians lamented that only about half of the citizens identified with the nation,
an abnormally low number compared with other European countries. The gen-
erational revolt, moreover, had further weakened the bond between youth and
their nation, as did the critical influence of intellectuals in the media and in
schools. As a result of the emphasis on historical guilt, the majority of high-school
graduates rejected any identification as Germans, while the less-educated classes
retained a considerably more positive national self-image, often based on suc-
cess in international sports competition. Finally, the West German sense of iden-
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tity was unusually polarized, since only right-wing circles maintained affirma-
tive feelings, while the left distanced itself decidedly from the nation. Fragmen-
tary data do suggest a higher level of national orientation in East Germany, as
citizens of the GDR, despite the rhetoric of socialist internationalism, gave the
impression of greater Germanness.74 Though polling results indicate residual
feelings of national solidarity, they also show a population that in terms of every-
day life was increasingly drifting apart.

In the long run, the social-liberal coalition’s “Eastern Policy” (Ostpolitik),
which partially recognized the GDR, was more successful in maintaining ties
between the Germans than the anti-Communist polemics of the CDU that re-
fused to deal with existing reality. As the decades wore on, impassioned West-
ern calls for reunification, ostracism of the SED regime by the Hallstein Doctrine,
and symbolic references to the “brothers and sisters in the East” during com-
memorations of the 1953 rising against the SED all lost their effect.75 By com-
parison, the “policy of small steps” helped the Brandt-Scheel government to
punch holes in the wall of separation and restore personal, economic, and cul-
tural ties between the two populations. The state visits of West German Chan-
cellor Willy Brandt, his successor Helmut Schmidt, and GDR leader Erich
Honecker, along with numerous other contacts between politicians, may not
have been able to lift the iron curtain, but they did begin an internal German
dialogue that reduced tensions between the two states. During the second Cold
War of the 1980s, there arose a conception of a “community of responsibility”
between East and West in which the Germans pleaded with their respective
superpowers for deescalation. An increasing cross-border trade also contributed
to an improvement in East German living standards. While the billions in credit
extended by the FRG undoubtedly helped to stabilize the SED gerontocracy, they
also created some space for potential dissidence.76

Due to the relaxation of détente, the intensity of communication between
East and West Germany, which had been reduced by the building of the Berlin
wall, returned to a level that far exceeded the exchanges with their other neigh-
bors. Electronic media were particularly helpful, since Western radio and tele-
vision could be received in most parts of the GDR, once jamming devices were
switched off and restrictions on antennas lifted. As a result, every evening East
Germans gathered in front of their television sets to emigrate to the West for a
few hours, without actually leaving their homes. With the installation of new
lines, the number of telephone calls also rose dramatically, while travel between
the two states expanded by leaps and bounds in the 1980s. In addition to the
privileged “travel cadres” of SED loyalists, some 5 million East Germans, not
just pensioners or relatives, visited the West in 1987. Moreover, dozens of part-
nerships between East and West German cities were established, and in sports
as well as culture the number of East-West encounters increased rapidly.77 Es-
pecially for participants in such exchanges among the younger generation, it thus
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became possible to learn about another part of that abstraction called “Germany”
which otherwise lived on only in the memories of the elderly.

The intellectual counterpart to this human networking was the notion of
the “cultural nation,” a pre-nation-state euphemism signaling a sense of com-
munity between all German speakers.78 The frequent appearance of works by
leading East German writers such as Heiner Müller and Ulrich Plenzdorf in the
West and the rare publication of critical Western authors like Heinrich Böll and
Günter Grass in the East maintained a literary exchange across the border. In
the process, past connections to German classicism were just as conspicuous as
the parallel preoccupation with the guilt and suffering wrought by Nazism, even
if the portrayal of present life experiences by émigrés from the East like Uwe
Johnson started to diverge increasingly.79 In the 1980s scholarly contacts—for
example, among social historians—increased as well, and on the political level
new attempts were made to establish a dialogue, as occurred in the case of the
controversial “discussion paper” on the future of socialism and peace between
theorists of the SPD and SED.80 Although at times somewhat naïve, these at-
tempts were fuelled by a common critique of Nazism, a desire for peace that
transcended the Cold War blocs, and a quest for a more just society.

Thus an asymmetrical feeling of solidarity that was no longer inspired by a
pronounced nationalism persisted between East and West Germans, however
much they had grown apart. While, as polls indicated, explicit patriotism was
suspect in the West, hopes for a later reunification endured, and West Germans,
though with a slightly patronizing undertone, found their brethren to the East
more likeable than their other neighbors.81 Although similar statistics do not
exist for East German citizens, fragmentary evidence suggests that they main-
tained a higher level of interest in the nation, even if it was motivated by the
attraction of Western consumption and popular culture. Especially those East
Germans who had relatives in the Federal Republic, obtained their information
from the Western media, or had taken trips to the West remained deeply con-
nected to West Germany in spite of all the official skepticism that the regime
harbored toward Western contacts. Moreover, the rest of the populace consid-
ered the purchasing power of the Deutsche Mark and the higher quality of
Western products quite desirable.82 Although ugly right-wing extremism did
occasionally flare up, the extent of irredentist chauvinism remained remarkably
low during the period of division.

The long-term consequences of these collective learning processes in the
postwar period were thus a fluctuating sense of German identity that might be
defined by the contradictory concept of a “postnational nation.” On the one
hand, the term suggests a clear distancing from previous nationalism, whose
destructive effects could not be denied by even the most committed patriots.
Aiding this process was undoubtedly an accelerating internationalization
brought on by mass consumption, popular culture, and tourism, which broad-
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ened the horizons of the leading strata and rendered their mind-set more cos-
mopolitan. Yet on the other hand, the concept of postnationalism might also
imply the recovery of a collective feeling of self-esteem fostered by the economic
miracle and the growing identification of the populace with the stability and
civility of the Bonn Republic—that is, with all of the things implied by the so-
cial democratic campaign slogan of the 1970s, “The German Model.” Finally,
the contradictory nature of the term recalls the reunification mandate that was
reaffirmed by the German Supreme Court: namely, that dual statehood had left
the national question unresolved.83

The Nation as Burden

Instead of serving as a source for collective pride, as is the case in the United
States, the “nation” has remained a rather traumatic point of reference in Ger-
many, even after reunification. The difficulty of generating the same enthusi-
asm for celebrating unification on October 3rd as a national holiday as for the
commemoration of the storming of the Bastille on July 14th in France attests to
the deep uncertainty that Germans have in dealing with their own identity.84

Such unease is not, however, just the product of a widespread sense that the
nation-state in general is in crisis at the beginning of the twenty-first century
due to the challenges of globalization, international terrorism, and the like.85

Rather, it is the result of underlying feelings of guilt for the immeasurable suffer-
ing of both world wars, the ethnic cleansing of Slavs, and the extermination of
Jews, as well as the enslavement of the continent, which have led many self-
critical Germans to equate the nation-state with barbarism. Both the aggressive
nationalism of young skinheads and the acute lack of self-trust among intellec-
tuals are indications that the issue of national identity has not yet really come to
rest in Germany.

In the long-term perspective of the twenty-first century, such a problemati-
zation of the nation might be counted as a success of the fundamental process
of denationalization that occurred in the postwar period. The racist excesses of
Nazism, whose murderous character only became completely clear after its
downfall, discredited the nationalism in whose name they claimed to act. No
doubt, this transformation was propelled by the denazification imposed by the
Allies and carried out with the help of German anti-Fascists. But arguably more
important was the collective rethinking that the populace undertook itself in
the wake of the utter collapse of the Third Reich. In May 1945 the mayor of
Bremen, Theodor Spitta, ascribed the contempt that former followers developed
for the Nazi Party to the fact that “the people feel lied to and betrayed” because
the “wonder weapons” remained ineffective, the Nazi bigwigs had proven to be
cowardly profiteers, and the “wasteful, pointless sacrifice of people and cities”
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failed to stave off defeat. Because Hitler lacked “any religious and moral ground-
ing and responsibility,” his policy achieved the exact opposite of its stated goals:
“Hitler strove for a greater Germany of all Germans; the result is the destruc-
tion of the German empire and the division of Germany.”86

By “overcoming nationalism,” the older generation attempted to salvage at
least a chastened and defensive “sense of nationality,” as author Ricarda Huch
put it. The solidarity of the “community of destiny,” constituted by survivors
who understood themselves as victims due to their own suffering, provided the
basis for easing the consequences of war through welfare provisions. Because
right-wing revanchism, which sought the restoration of the borders of 1937, failed
to attract a large following after the second defeat, moderate politicians concen-
trated on salvaging what was left of German statehood by opposing any further
revisions of the border and pushing for the reintegration of the Saarland. In time,
the emotional rhetoric of reunification emanating from both the East and West
German successor states exhausted itself, since the disunity of the victorious
powers condemned it to ineffectiveness as long as the contending camps chose
not to give up any asset that might grant the other side an advantage. But per-
haps more than anything else, the concept of the nation carried a negative con-
notation because it tended to be employed, as in the question of reparations, to
justify demands for undoing the damage wrought by Nazi crimes.87

The intellectual efforts of the younger generation to escape their national
identity after 1945 were not, on the whole, any more successful, since the stigma
of being German was difficult to cast off. To be sure, German politicians could
offer their services to their respective occupation power as “star pupils,” not only
by toeing their ideological line but also by largely adopting their lifestyle. More-
over, the Europeanization of their self-image, which entailed the transfer of
emotional attachments to an emerging Europe, was undoubtedly a construc-
tive contribution to the economic and political integration of the Old Conti-
nent. Still, such a negative coding of nationalism—45 percent of respondents
were not proud to be Germans—was not understood by other democracies that
did not feel the same compulsion to separate themselves from their own past
and cast off their identity. The seemingly endless number of symposia that sought
to discover a German identity devoid of nationalism often garnered little more
than half-hearted smiles from abroad. Ironically, the tense efforts of German
intellectuals to gain some “distance from the national legacy” seemed to have
become a peculiarly German stance.88

From a historical standpoint, this unease raises the central question whether
a democratic patriotism can develop that will reconcile allegiance to the nation
with a civilized commitment to human rights. The reunification of 1989–1990
could be an important precondition for joining the idea of unity with the con-
cept of freedom, since the return of a shrunken nation-state with recognized
borders and without minorities beyond them renders an irredentist radical na-



Questioning the Nation 71

tionalism superfluous. A further prerequisite might be the intellectual recogni-
tion of the need to establish a bond to the political system that would be based
on loyalty to the Basic Law, but which also includes a certain feeling of a self-
worth that would remain open to other cultures. The program for uniting de-
mocracy with patriotism that has been advocated by such different figures as
Eastern theologian Richard Schröder, CDU politician Wolfgang Schäuble, and
Western historian Heinrich-August Winkler seeks to offer a solution by trying
to perpetuate the legacy of the revolutions of 1848 and 1919.89 At present, there-
fore, Germans face the challenge of continuing to heed the dangers posed by
radical nationalism while also developing a more positive relationship with their
own country.
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In early 1945, even the carefully shielded economy was sucked into the mael-
strom of the Third Reich’s collapse. Behind the rapidly retreating lines, both

managers and workers had to decide whether they should heed the order by the
private secretary of the Führer, Martin Bormann, and destroy the country’s in-
frastructure or, instead, safeguard the basic conditions necessary for survival after
the collapse. As bombing and ground fighting took a heavy toll on water and
power plants, energy service began to give out. The disruption of transport ren-
dered food supplies scarce, especially in the cities, with long lines forming and
panic buying leading to widespread waste of what little remained. Unprotected
depots were plundered by locals and foreign workers alike. As commerce ground
to a halt, the mail was no longer delivered, radio stations ceased broadcasting,
and newspapers discontinued publishing. Finally, as arms production ended,
finding regular work became futile. A local official, Theodor Spitta, noted an
acute “shortage of coal and coffins” in Bremen. “The conditions of the economy,
currency, and payment are going to be disrupted for a long time, and perhaps
even destroyed” altogether.1 The same suffering that Germans had imposed on
the peoples of Europe came crashing down on them with even greater vengeance.

For their part, the allied victors had not yet figured out how to deal with
the economic potential of their defeated enemy, which had actually increased
during the war. Because the Nazi war economy represented a contradictory
mixture of state compulsion and private initiative, analyses of the problem and
suggestions for correction were less clear than in the case of militarism or Na-
tional Socialism. For the leadership of the Soviet Union and Western Marxists,
the roots of this unprecedented evil were quite plain, since according to the
Komintern definition, fascism represented the highest form of imperialistic
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monopoly capitalism. In addition to the reparations required for reconstruc-
tion, long-term security from further German aggression therefore demanded
a fundamental transformation of the social and economic system which in prac-
tice would be tantamount to the abolition of capitalism. The only mitigating
consideration was that domestic and international alliance policy suggested that
these long-term goals should be approached gradually. In its first public appeal
in June 1945, the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) thus demanded “the
expropriation of all of the assets of the Nazi bigwigs and war criminals,” as well
as the “liquidation of large landholdings.”2

For the Americans, by contrast, the problem of the German economy was
more complex since they faced a choice between a fundamental reduction or a
more limited restructuring. To prevent a third world war, Treasury Secretary Henry
Morgenthau, banker Bernard M. Baruch, and Senator Harvey Kilgore proposed
a punitive course that aimed at destroying Germany’s ability to wage war through
a comprehensive deindustrialization: “We must keep Germany—and this applies
equally to Japan—from reestablishing herself as a great industrial nation ready to
wage war.”3 Arguing against such a harsh policy were more pragmatic voices in
business circles and in the military government. These moderates thought that
heavily punishing the Germans “is simply not good economics,” since transform-
ing a reduced Germany, which had been unable to feed itself even before the war,
back into an agricultural economy, would ruin the country completely. If that were
to happen, American taxpayers would have to pay the price, as the recovery of
Germany’s neighbors required the restoration of the largest European economy.
Such economic subjugation also contravened the ideals of the Atlantic Charter,
not to mention the United States’ own interest in free trade. The New York Times
thus advocated a compromise instead that “would both serve Europe’s reconstruc-
tion and keep the German menace within bounds.”4

Despite the ubiquity of hunger and privation in the memoir literature, the
issues of outside economic intervention and internal learning processes have
figured only marginally in the historiography of the postwar period. On the one
hand, this deficit can be attributed to conceptual ambiguity, since the allied
decisions refer interchangeably to deindustrialization, decartelization, dismantle-
ment, and reparations, without ever settling on a single term.5 On the other hand,
scholarship has turned its attention to different problems such as the failure to
nationalize industry after 1945, which has been interpreted, especially by criti-
cal intellectuals, as a “lost opportunity.”6 In contrast, economic historians have
concentrated more on the question of continuity, thereby marginalizing the
influence of the Marshall Plan or of currency reform on the resumption of eco-
nomic growth in West Germany.7 Research on the Soviet Zone has instead iden-
tified the more difficult start-up conditions of the planned economy, the effects
of the massive expropriation policy, and the coerced changeover of elites as the
key issues that contributed to the weakening of the German economy.8
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The concept of civil society, however, points to a tension-filled connection
between the economic order and the political system, since it delineates a space
for self-realization through the pursuit of material interests. According to his-
torian Jürgen Kocka, under the influence of industrialization this realm was
“[re]defined as a system of necessities, labor, the market, and particular inter-
ests, [that] is [both] opposed and subordinated to the state—a sphere of middle-
class dominance.”9 The contrast between the construction of a social market
economy in the West and the establishment of a socialist-planned economy in
the East nonetheless offers a grand social experiment which allows the effective-
ness of different ideological systems to be compared in almost textbook fash-
ion: How did the reversion to a market economy, as was demanded by the United
States, proceed in comparison with the central planning supported by the
Soviet Union? What were the causes, course, and consequences of the “eco-
nomic miracle” in the Federal Republic and its, albeit somewhat belated, rep-
etition in the GDR? Why did real existing socialism fail as an economic system,
and what are the limits of the social market economy for global competition?10

Forced Restructuring

In the summer of 1945 the victorious powers confronted the challenge of ren-
dering the threat of Germany’s armament production harmless. Given the prior
enslavement of Europe and the subsequent Nazi defeat, the problem of convert-
ing the German war economy to civilian purposes was especially acute, as the
process had to be executed by the Allied Control Council. Its decisions, more-
over, were made against the backdrop of negative experiences with Weimar’s
successful circumvention of the disarmament clauses of the Versailles Treaty,
its secret cooperation in weapons development with the Soviet Union, and the
open rearmament of the Third Reich, which, in spite of many improvisations,
gave the impression of long-term planning and determined action.11 Added to
these concerns were the traumas of inflation and the Great Depression, which
made government action, including the nationalization of heavy industry, ap-
pear attractive, not just to Communists but to moderate intellectuals as well.
Motivated more from such fears than from knowledge of the extent of actual
destruction, the Allied planners thus recommended drastic intervention.

The aim of the “economic principles” first suggested in directive JCS 1067
and spelled out more concretely in the Potsdam Agreement was to weaken
Germany’s economy permanently. Eliminating the German war potential first
required that “the production of weapons, munitions, instruments of war as well
as all types of aircraft and ocean-going ships [be] forbidden and stopped.” Strict
supervision was ordered for another category of “metals, chemicals, machines,
and other such things” that were indirectly necessary for a war economy. Like-
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wise, provisions were made either to remove nonvital productive capacity as a
form of reparations or to destroy it altogether. At the same time, the Allies called
for a thorough decartelization so as “to eliminate the existing inordinate con-
centration of economic power” that could be found in cartels, syndicates, and
trusts. Instead, the main emphasis ought “to be placed on the development of
the agricultural economy and the peaceful industries of the domestic economy.”
The 20 billion dollars owed in reparations ought not to consist “of cash pay-
ments” but should be accomplished “through the delivery of capital goods, war
material, and finished products.” The English magazine the Economist com-
mented perceptively that “this policy, taken literally, would result in the large-
scale de-industrialization of Germany.”12

In the Soviet zone of occupation, the dismantling of German industry began
even before the war had ended, as the Russian leadership considered the breakup
of industrial facilities “just another form of warfare against the hated enemy.”
An understandable reaction to the Nazi “scorched-earth” policy carried out by
the retreating Wehrmacht, these Soviet actions also aimed at amassing war booty,
so as to demonstrate materially the extent of the victory both in Germany and
back home. A summary report from the end of 1946, found in Russian archives
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, provides information concerning the dis-
mantling of over 3,000 German companies and offers shocking evidence of the
extent of the destruction, which annihilated entire industries. While this pro-
cess did aim to demilitarize Germany economically, it had as much to do with
the reconstruction of the Soviet economy, which visibly profited from the mas-
sive transfer despite some misallocation of the captured material. This gigantic
pillaging, which reduced the East German industrial plant by one quarter of its
former size, only stopped once the Soviets realized that their emerging satellite
state, if it were to develop at all, could not be stripped of its entire economic
base.13

According to the Potsdam Agreement, the Western Allies also undertook a
series of drastic measures to reduce any industrial capacity that exceeded “the
necessary requirements of the German population and the occupation powers.”
Thus on July 24, the U.S. military government occupied the factories of the
chemical giant IG Farben and placed them in trust in order to break its “mo-
nopolistic control of German industry” and to eliminate “its potential for war.”14

In early September, the English arrested forty leading industrialists, including
Otto Springorum, with the intention of destroying the coal syndicate in the Ruhr
region and holding its leaders personally responsible for their part in war pro-
duction. In December, they incarcerated another group of eighty-four iron and
steel industrialists, who had supported and profited enormously from Hitler’s
conduct of the war. In addition, the confiscation of large assets sought to dem-
onstrate to the Anglo-American public the seriousness with which the Allies
were pursuing the denazification of German warmongers, who were even more
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difficult to locate in the private sector than in public administration. By requir-
ing numerous permits for companies to restart their production, the Allies
showed their resolve to tighten their control over the economic core of the
German potential for war.15

Although many observers feared that Germany might quickly regain its
strength, the economic reality during the first months of peace was anything but
rosy. U.S. correspondent Gladwyn Hill witnessed bleak scenes: “The thousand
great smokestacks of the Ruhr Valley that once belched defiance against the world
now stand lifeless and cold. Grass now grows in the streets” of the city centers,
between 50 and 80 percent destroyed, where soldiers and refugees crowded along-
side residents. “The water systems generally are working, but some of them only
on fire hoses,” while sewage did not drain away. “There is no firewood,” and
only occasionally some coal, despite “the policy of not pampering the Germans.”
At best, the food supply functioned at a bare minimum that might be sufficient
for a disaster area in the United States, and the 800 to 1,500 daily calories allot-
ted to each person were “really only about half enough.” Because of the enor-
mous demand for clean-up work and creeping inflation, a labor shortage quickly
arose, since “the man who was a bank teller is no use as a miner.” Hill’s graphic
report concluded with the observation: “Under such circumstances, likewise,
any menacing industrial revival in the Ruhr is at present inconceivable.” The
U.S. military governor himself dryly conceded that “less than 10% of industrial
concerns” were still up and running.16

On the basis of a realistic appraisal of the situation, economic experts pleaded
for a more moderate course that would rest on control and structural transfor-
mation of the economy rather than on extensive deindustrialization. While vari-
ous commissions continued to draw up lists of entire branches of industry slated
for dismantling, more knowledgeable observers called the “reduction of Ger-
many to [an] agricultural state . . . an economic absurdity,” which would have
negative consequences for Europe. Only a halfway functioning economy, they
argued, would be able to finance the occupation, contribute to the war against
Japan, produce reparations, and adequately feed its population.17 To bring
Germany’s standard of living up to the level of its neighbors, in early October a
pragmatic group of OMGUS economic advisors therefore suggested that exports
be resumed and steel production expanded. They stressed the importance of
reviving the economy so that it would not become a long-term burden to be
shouldered by American taxpayers.18 The Allied economic plan, passed after
lengthy negotiations in early 1946, thus represented a compromise between eco-
nomic disarmament, demands for reparations, and the maintenance of “signifi-
cant foundations of livelihood” for the German populace.19

The first step toward restructuring the relationships of economic power was
the judicial prosecution of economic policy makers and prominent industrial-
ists. Five of the chief defendants at the Nuremberg trials stood accused of orga-
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nizing slave labor (Fritz Sauckel, Albert Speer), pillaging occupied territories
(Walther Funk), making financial war preparations (Hjalmar Schacht), and pro-
ducing weapons (Gustav Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach). Only Sauckel was
hanged. Speer and Funk were given life sentences, while Schacht received a full
acquittal, and Krupp was released due to ill health. Beginning in February 1947,
the “Flick Trial” against the owner of the “largest private enterprise in the Reich’s
iron, steel, and armaments industry” for participating in “Aryanization,” using
forced labor, pillaging defeated competitors, and supporting the SS proved only
partly successful as well. While Friedrich Flick, the directors of IG-Farben, and
Alfried Krupp all received medium-length prison sentences, most leading busi-
nessmen were able to reclaim considerable influence after their terms ended.
Therefore many guilty industrialists were only taken out of commission tem-
porarily. But because the West adhered to the idea of private property, no col-
lective transformation of elites occurred. Instead, business leaders were only
compelled to return to more humane methods and to accept the loss of their
predominance over large segments of the European continent.20

In the progressive tradition of “trust busting,” Americans also attempted
to transform the basic structure of the economy by breaking up large compa-
nies. However, the inter-Allied Commission for the Decentralization of the
German Economy, initiated in August 1945, found it difficult to define exactly
“what represents excessive concentration of power and unfair advantage, that
is, what generally should be allowed and what should be prohibited.” The En-
glish, for example, considered the Soviet suggestion to break up factories with
3,000 or more workers and a yearly volume of 25 million Reichsmark impracti-
cal, and their objection prevented the passage of a common law by the Allied
Control Council.21 Despite German protests against the cutting of “organically
grown connections,” the Allies succeeded in breaking up some of the largest
industrial concerns, and, as result, strengthened competition. For example, IG
Farben was split up into the Bayer, Höchst, and BSAF companies. Likewise, the
highly intertwined coal and steel industries were carved up into twenty-three
independent steel producers and dozens of collieries. The financial industry was
also not spared, as three of Germany’s largest banks were transformed into sepa-
rate companies, though some of them partially recombined later on. While the
leading cigarette producer Reemtsma took it upon itself to split up, the electric
giants Siemens and Bosch under more liberal leadership managed to avoid
restructuring.22

The prohibition of cartels, syndicates, trusts, and other attempts to limit com-
petition was also intended as a bid to force open the corporate encrustation of
economic structures. In contrast to Anglo-American free trade, a cartel-friendly
practice had prevailed in Germany since 1897 that saw economic agreements as
necessary correctives to fluctuations of the market and as advantages for interna-
tional competition. Because these forms of state-sanctioned cooperation among
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the different branches of the economy served as the basis for organizing the war
economy in both world wars, they were a particularly sharp thorn in the Allies’
side. In February 1947 the American law No. 56 thus prohibited “all forms of
agreements or joint ventures of people, whose purpose or effect consists of lim-
iting internal or world trade or any other economic activity, of promoting mo-
nopolistic control over those areas, or of limiting access to the internal or world
market.” As a result, price fixing, agreements on market share, production allo-
cations, patent arrangements, and the like were forbidden in order to induce
freer competition.23 But due to marketing difficulties, the Allied holding com-
pany “North German Iron and Steel Control” was forced to tolerate the revival
of the Ruhr coal syndicate well into the 1950s.

Initiated somewhat later, the dismantling of the industrial concerns in the
Anglo-American Zone aimed more at delivering material reparations to the
Soviet Union and seventeen other countries than at a structural transformation
of the economy. An October 1947 list that resulted from long allied negotiations
targeted 682 factories, 302 of which were part of the war industry and had in
part already been torn down. While Adenauer grumbled about the “pillaging of
German industry,” its representatives argued that compensation for the dam-
age Germany had inflicted could only be accomplished through production: “It
contradicts economic logic to rob us of the possibility to work by reducing the
number of jobs and removing machines and tools.”24 When bulldozers began
turning up at those factories that had been slated for demolition, ugly confron-
tations developed, as demonstrating workers beat up collaborators and resisted
so strongly that troops eventually had to intervene. While the French welcomed
the tearing down of German war industries, commentators such as the leftist
publisher Victor Gollancz and the émigré economist Gustav Stolper criticized
the stubborn adherence to dismantlement because it impeded European recov-
ery. Only after many objections from German politicians and tenacious argu-
ments between Allied officials was the dismantling finally ended in December
1949. Although it left behind deep resentment within segments of the German
population, the policy only demolished around 5 percent of the total industrial
capacity in the West, significantly less than in the East.25

In the Soviet occupation zone, economic restructuring proceeded more
radically, since, in the eyes of the SED, the middle class had “forfeited its right
to property” through its cooperation with the Nazi regime. Along with consid-
erably higher reparations to the Soviet Union, a fundamental upheaval in prop-
erty relationships and in the structure of the economy took place that sought
not only to guarantee peace by dismantling war industries but also to eliminate
large landowners and industrialists as a social class. By September 1945, rigor-
ous land reform under the slogan “The Junkers’ Land in the Peasants’ Hands”
began. It stipulated that all landholdings over 250 acres must be distributed to
“new peasants” such as former agricultural laborers and expellees from the East.
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In the wake of a plebiscite against “war criminals” and “corporate overlords” in
June 1946, all owners of large concerns in Saxony were likewise stripped of their
possessions, and their factories were nationalized as “the property of the people.”
At the same time, the foundations of a planned economy were laid as a way of
guaranteeing reparation payments, managing shortages, and furthering recon-
struction. As a result, a fundamental transfer of elites took place in the Soviet
Zone that effectively replaced the propertied middle class with a new socialist
leadership stratum.26 By contrast, the land reform that had also been planned
in the West eventually stalled.27

Even if some members of the occupation bureaucracies were still working to
weaken Germany, this original objective was gradually eclipsed by the growing
competition between the different economic systems. The immediate seizure of
military researchers and their relocation to the United States and the Soviet Union,
where they contributed significantly to the development of weapons technology,
was an early sign that the victorious powers did not really trust each other.28 The
polemics leveled by the SED against the half-hearted decartelization and decen-
tralization in the Western Zones as well as American warnings of “democratic
appearance and dictatorial reality” in the forced expropriations of the East, pointed
clearly to an erosion of the common agenda.29 Although each side similarly de-
manded that the defeated enemy be economically disarmed, the divergent strate-
gies of a radical, anticapitalist transformation and a more limited correction within
a capitalist framework that reflected the respective ideologies of the superpowers
proved to be ultimately incompatible. The Cold War placed a higher priority on
confirming the legitimacy of each system and on taking advantage of the poten-
tial in each part than on the joint exploitation of Germany.

During the first five years of the postwar period, priorities thus shifted slowly
from stripping Germany of its economic power to reviving a transformed
economy within the victors’ respective sphere of control. To be sure, the Nazi
war industry, parts of which initially continued to work for the various occupa-
tion powers, was eventually broken up. Even airplanes and ships could no longer
be manufactured. But with the 1946 speech of American Secretary of State James
F. Byrnes, the fusion of the British and American Zones, and Germany’s inclu-
sion in the Marshall Plan, Western policy shifted from reducing the standard of
living to embracing gradual recovery. In August 1947 the three Western Allies
released a second plan for German industry that, by raising quotas for steel (to
19.7 million tons) and coal production, signaled a change of heart in favor of a
revival of the country’s economic potential for peaceful purposes.30 In response,
the Soviet Union was forced to end its direct removal of German economic re-
sources and to mask any further exploitation of its zone by creating joint Soviet-
German companies (SAGs). Nonetheless, the rebuilding had to proceed within
fundamentally changed conditions of the economy, as determined by competing
ideologies in both the West and the East.
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Return to the Market

In view of the extent of the destruction, any hope of an early reconstruction
appeared optimistic and unrealistic in the summer of 1945. Nevertheless, even
before the war ended, experts in industry, government, and the universities had
attempted to free themselves from Hitler’s fantasies of Armageddon and make
provisions for the time after the impending defeat. These often secret discus-
sions, however, drew different conclusions from the experiences of the inflation,
Great Depression, and war economy: Middle-class anti-Fascists, like the Social
Democrat Viktor Agartz, called for the nationalization of large concerns, so as
to strip authoritarian industrialists of their power in the process. In contrast, a
small minority of neoliberals in the universities centered around Walter Eucken,
called Ordoliberale, advocated unleashing the energies of the free market, argu-
ing that the only way to spark new economic dynamism was by lifting onerous
controls. Lacking a guilty conscience, most leading entrepreneurs were willing
to continue working within the framework of their familiar cartels. Only a few
outsiders such as Wilhelm Röpke, the Austrian-born economist in Geneva, saw
the defeat as a chance for a truly new social and economic beginning that would
move beyond collectivism.31

To guarantee survival in the interim, the reconstituted local administrations,
in cooperation with the occupation powers, continued a kind of command
economy. In cities such as Bremen, the collapse had simplified the task by fo-
cusing on the provision of basic human needs. “The ruins lying all around [are]
sad. Residents had to remove the piles of rubble in the streets.” Above all, Deputy
Mayor Spitta thought the municipal public works had to be repaired in order
to get electricity, water, and gas up and running again. “The houses are nearly
all windowless; either they have gaping holes or their window openings are
boarded up.” To shelter the homeless masses, the ruins needed somehow to be
rendered livable again: “Shops are practically nonexistent; there are a few bak-
eries with long lines of people, otherwise there’s nothing [left] to buy.” Since
stocks were exhausted, new food supplies had to be organized. “For the most
part, the offices don’t look like they’re in business; in the factories mostly clean-
up work is being done.” New jobs also needed to be created. Many dejected
people thus asked themselves: “Does what remains of life have any point at all?”32

Individuals found themselves suddenly thrust into a situation in which the
“law of the wolves” prevailed and normal rules no longer seemed to apply in
the struggle for survival. To leave the ranks of those wandering the country and
just to have a place to stay, it was necessary to gain a permit of residency from
some local authority. Those buildings that had not been destroyed needed to be
made temporarily inhabitable by repairing roofs and installing new windows.
Because of Allied troop-quartering and allocation of refugees it was “an exis-
tence in the most cramped space with much aggravation. I had to share my bed
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with my brother,” one youth later remembered. “The official from the housing
office inspected constantly, always seeking to requisition living space in order
to house the many homeless.” Because coal extraction had slowed nearly to a
halt, “heating fuel was especially sought after,” so that many trees were chopped
down and coal was even stolen from moving trains. Many an affluent German
later remembered: “Never before was I so tortured by cold” as during the first
two winters after the war. More than once, the newspapers reported that some
malnourished people “had frozen to death in their beds.”33

Obtaining something to eat was just as difficult, since the food supply had
collapsed as a result of the damaged transportation system and administrative
chaos. Memoirs are full of descriptions of such hardships: “The supply situa-
tion became increasingly catastrophic. There was almost no food left to buy.
Rations were reduced time and again. Standing in long lines was [just] a part of
everyday life.” Because necessity is the mother of invention, many families fell
back on earlier “peasant traditions” and attempted to churn butter or make
preserves from fruit themselves. “Every square meter of their gardens was put
to use. Even tobacco was planted, dried, and cured.” In addition, people took
foraging trips to the countryside, where they exchanged family silver, carpets,
and even oil paintings for potatoes and eggs. Given the shortages, substitute
materials also enjoyed a boom. “There was cornbread, yellow and sticky, and
the unforgettable hot drink,” malt coffee. “Hollow cheeks became the trademark
of the Germans. All the bellies had disappeared. The Germans were close to liv-
ing in a Stone Age.” Only the school meals provided by the Quakers and the
CARE packets helped to bridge the period of greatest hunger.34

With steady work in such short supply, the Germans’ efforts aimed above
all to safeguard their basic survival needs. While there was an enormous demand
for clean-up, repair, and start-up labor, regular employment was paid with val-
ueless money, so that the effort hardly seemed worthwhile. In contrast, tempo-
rary work, for which people received payment in kind, flourished. As a result, a
considerable amount of economic activity shifted to the black market, where
people were able to obtain goods that were otherwise hard to find by paying
exorbitant prices or bartering with cigarettes. Since many desirable items, such
as cigarettes and coffee, were available primarily in Allied stores like the PX,
where soldiers shopped, some of their supplies were passed on to the German
population through a “lively trade” in souvenirs such as postage stamps. “For a
Leica [camera] you got half a pig,” noted one young black marketeer. “Almost
everybody stole and pushed their stolen wares in public. Only those who wheeled
and dealt could survive in this terrible time.”35 Repeated by the thousands, such
experiences of relapsing into a primitive barter economy pointed to both the
opportunities and dangers of an unregulated market.

The starting conditions for economic recovery were, nevertheless, not as
bad as they may have seemed at the time, because the bulk of industry had
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survived the bombing far better than private homes. To begin with, the expan-
sion of the war economy had created new productive capacity that, once con-
verted, could be put to use for peaceful, consumer purposes. Moreover, many
factories and plants had been repaired, often several times, after the Allied air
attacks, so that a remarkable number of machines found in the bombed-out
factories still functioned. In addition, the country continued to dispose of the
technical skills of engineers, the marketing knowledge of management, and,
above all, the manpower of the soldiers returning home from captivity. Despite
the enormous suffering that they undoubtedly caused, some of the social prob-
lems faced by the defeated country also offered new long-term opportunities for
its battered economy. Although at first a terrible burden, the large number of
refugees and expellees, for example, added many people willing to work as well
as possessing much needed technical skills. Finally, the occupation powers also
assisted the recovery by importing their own food supplies so as to guarantee
the basic needs of the population.36

Such enormous difficulties could only be overcome through common efforts
aimed at allowing a rudimentary recovery to get under way. The removal of some
13.5 million cubic meters of rubble from the center of Cologne alone took over
a year, to say nothing of the makeshift restoration of canals, bridges over the
Rhine, and the central train station. As if the cleanup in the factories had not
been hard enough, “the chief problems only emerged when actual production
was restarted,” because the delivery of raw materials slowed and energy supplies
remained unreliable. Time and again, frustrating bottlenecks thwarted a revival
of activity. If the mines, for example, managed to extract sufficient coal, there
would be “no rolling stock” available to transport it to either factories or homes.
Likewise, supplying foodstuffs proved particularly difficult, since domestic pro-
duction was unable to satisfy the needs of a population whose numbers had
rapidly grown with the influx of refugees. Rationing of the shortages, moreover,
led to a great deal of injustice, with some groups and areas inevitably getting
more than others. Thus despite much hard work, by 1946 industrial production
had only reached 50 to 55 percent of its prewar level.37

The “hunger winter” of 1946–1947 showed that the economy remained caught
in a “deadly cycle,” in which an interlocking series of barriers seemed to econo-
mists to prevent a genuine recovery. “All plans and measures failed due to the
fact that the revival of mining, the extraction of additional coal, and, by exten-
sion, the production of more steel, fertilizer, and [other] economic products did
not succeed.” In part, the Allies had themselves to blame, because arrests of in-
dustrialists, continued dismantling, restriction of production, bureaucratic ex-
port permits, tightening of the dollar exchange, and other such policies were, to
say the least, hardly conducive to stimulating the economy. Under the pressure
of denazification and ideologically split by repoliticization, German adminis-
trators likewise remained confused about their areas of responsibility and proved
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unable to do much to foster an economic revival. The freezing of prices for goods
on the 1944 level, moreover, did not prevent a further depreciation of currency,
which pushed the economy into nonmonetary forms of compensation and chan-
neled what little buying power there was into the black market instead of into
strengthening legitimate demand.38

Finally, the crisis of the command economy triggered a fundamental change
of course away from Allied control and toward the restoration of a free market.
The failure of the coal program of early 1947—worked out by English and Ameri-
can advisors inspired by the policies of the Labour Party and the New Deal—
motivated U.S. military governor Lucius Clay, who himself had some business
ties, to move toward a policy “aimed at establishing as soon as possible a self-
sustaining German economy.” On July 25, 1947, the convocation of a bi-zonal
economic council in Frankfurt offered German politicians “a historic chance”
for an active say in the nationwide recovery of their own economy. A further
step toward “overcoming the emergency” was taken when the Western Zones
were officially included in the Marshall Plan, as the European Recovery Program
(ERP) placed Germany’s revival within a wider European framework while also
offering the prospect of loans to help the economy get off the ground. The final
spur came in January 1948 when Johannes Semler was removed as the director
of the bi-zonal economic council for criticizing the failed Allied price controls.
This firing opened the way for Ludwig Erhard, largely unknown until that time.39

In his very first press conference in April 1948, the economics professor from
Franconia announced nothing less than “a change of course in economic policy
that aims to promote consumer industries. An increase in the production of
consumer goods is vital, as people must be offered something [attractive] in
return for their labor.” Though by no means a dogmatic neoliberal, Erhard had
become a free market advocate as a result of experiencing the inefficiency of the
Nazi war economy. Even amidst the chaos of the postwar period he placed greater
weight on individual “drive and personal initiative”—that is, on “free competi-
tion as both an incentive for and measure of achievement” than on governmental
compulsion. Still, he continued to recognize the state’s key role in creating the
conditions for competition, including a free market and unregulated prices. But
it was Erhard’s extraordinary realization “that our economy must experience a
fundamental conversion at the structural level” that enabled him to risk shift-
ing toward “a market economy with free pricing” from “the state command
economy with regulatory intervention.”40

Due to the inflation caused by the Nazi armaments program, the Allies had
long discussed the need for a currency reform, only postponing it because of
mutual disputes. Although advocates of the market economy, such as Erhard
confidant Alfred Müller-Armack collided with supporters of state guidance like
Günter Keiser as preparations were made for a drastic devaluation of the cur-
rency, the economic advisory council nevertheless proposed a compromise
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solution. Several of its recommendations, including the reintroduction of price
mechanisms and the lifting of controls over production, raw materials, and for-
eign trade were, in fact, quite liberal. Wages, moreover, were to be negotiated
on the basis of contracts, while the abuse of monopolies was to be prevented.
The council’s more socially oriented proposals sought to maintain the ration-
ing of foodstuffs and rent controls, to keep capital from fleeing abroad, and to
steer the economy in such a way as to avoid cyclical upheavals. In a combative
speech on June 21, Erhard justified releasing prices of consumer goods as a way
of giving the economy an initial push to break its paralysis. Despite the devalu-
ation of the old Reichsmark by 1:10, which wiped out savings and debts, the
Rheinische Post welcomed the introduction of the new D-Mark with the head-
line: “Honest Money for Honest Work!”41

Although this new currency consisted of “ugly blue bills printed in the USA,”
the distribution of 40 DM per person marked a crucial turning point in the lives
of millions of people who would fondly remember its magical powers for de-
cades to come. When the student Hans Herzog heard Erhard announce that  all
ration cards and commodity coupons were henceforth abolished, he thought
that he must be “dreaming; after all, there was still strict rationing among the
victorious European powers. . . . Could he be right? No, not ever, completely
impossible, and yet something sensational began overnight.” The same experi-
ence was repeated millions of times: “The shop windows, which up to now had
been completely bare, blossomed. You could buy from butchers to bakers, gro-
cers to linen stores, and soon the still valid coupons were no longer required.”
Almost instantly, the black market collapsed, because the choice of products grew
larger and larger and nobody wanted to part with their new DM bills. “Almost
everyone was poor, and many very poor, but from that second on, no one needed
to go hungry again. That was an enormous improvement.” Judging from the
amazed comments of the populace, unleashing the market appeared nothing less
than miraculous, which restored optimism and released new energies.42

The “shop window wonder” signaled the beginning of an economic revival
that got under way with the new value of the money and the step-by-step lifting
of controls. For individuals, the loss of their savings meant that “everyone [had]
to roll up their sleeves from one day to the next” in order to “earn money at a
secure job.” Now “that money once again had buying power,” it paid off to re-
turn to regular employment, to lend an energetic hand to the reconstruction,
and to begin planning for the long-term.43 Once people were earning money with
real purchasing power, production of consumer goods also became profitable
again. To be sure, the changeover was accompanied by a series of difficulties, as
the unregulated prices initially climbed, unemployment increased, and the “pre-
vious solidarity . . . suddenly developed a rift.” But in exchange, Alexander Dicke
noticed that “there were once again many things that we had previously had to
do without and which we desperately needed.”44 More than any amount of pro-
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paganda ever could, this visible change demonstrated the motivational power
of price mechanisms and market competition which reversed the downward
cycle of the economy.

The subsequent currency reform in the Soviet Zone had a considerably
smaller impact as it favored centralized planning and leveling social distinctions.
On the one hand, the Soviet model of Stalinist five-year plans for industrializa-
tion pointed in the direction of an economy tightly controlled by the state. On
the other, the SED understood itself as the “party of the rebuilding of the Ger-
man economy” by way of expropriating the property of large landowners and
industrialists, who had been branded as “war criminals and war profiteers.” To
help overcome “the economic chaos” of the postwar period, the Communists
embarked on a strategy of “expropriation rather than deconcentration” while
at the same time seeking “a better coordination of planning and control.” To
harmonize the diverging measures of the different Eastern states, in 1947 a Ger-
man Economic Commission (DWK) was created that mapped out the objec-
tives of an initial plan for the entire zonal economy. Rather than putting its faith
in the power of the market, the SED moved toward “a comprehensive planning
of the economy so as to utilize all energies sensibly, not to waste anything, and
to steer all raw materials and every finished product to where it is most urgently
needed and will be used most effectively.”45

The consequences of this ideological policy decision for a planned economy
were rather dire. While it did help the economy to grow faster until 1948 amid
more difficult initial conditions, further reconstruction proceeded more slowly
and remained at a much lower level than in the West. Following the establish-
ment of the DKW, nationalized businesses could no longer operate indepen-
dently, but rather had to wait for instructions that were filtered through the main
administration for industry and the boards of the people’s companies (VEBs).
Rather than increasing the production of consumer goods, the first two-year plan
followed the Stalinist model and concentrated on expanding the steel and coal
industries—that is, the heavy industrial base. The result was an economy of
shortages that even the party could not deny (“nobody claimed that these ra-
tions were sufficient”) forcing it to encourage greater efforts in food produc-
tion. To channel the mounting displeasure of East German workers, the party
paper Neues Deutschland published endless essays on the putative famine in the
West, the return of Nazi bosses, and the half-hearted nature of the changes in
the industrial structure.46 But for all of the SED’s propaganda, it became ever
clearer in the 1950s that the social experiment of the planned economy lagged
far behind the emerging free market in the FRG.

Because of the frightening example offered by the East and American pre-
varication, the initially strong movement for nationalizing industry in the West-
ern Zones also came to naught. Citing the collaboration of business owners with
the Nazis, union leaders called for the immediate introduction of a “planned
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economy, socialization [of factories], and co-management” of labor. Likewise,
the SPD considered “heavy industry especially suitable for a public takeover.”
In its Ahlen Program of February 1947 even the CDU advocated “the nationaliza-
tion of mining” as a step toward a “fundamental restructuring of the economy.”47

In a few states such as Berlin, joint initiatives of the SPD and KPD demanded
the adoption of nationalization in the constitution, a proposal that was approved
in the elections for the Hessian Diet in December 1946 by a two-thirds major-
ity. The English, who controlled the Ruhr region, were at first willing “to sup-
port a socialized economy in Germany,” but the neoliberal U.S. military governor
Clay delayed its implementation. Owing to the resistance of the business lobby
as well as Konrad Adenauer, in March 1947 the Diet in North-Rhine-Westphalia
voted against holding a referendum on the “expropriation of the Ruhr furnaces.”
Though advocates of nationalization did not admit defeat, they achieved little
more than the right to nominate representatives to the company board in heavy
industry.48

Open conflict between the two economic strategies erupted in June 1948 in
Berlin, when the city government decided to introduce both new currencies in
the divided capital. Soviet Marshall Sokolovskii responded to the Western cur-
rency reform by blockading the access roads to the city in order to maintain the
economic unity of the Western part with the Eastern occupation Zone. The risky
decision by the United States to supply the Western sectors of the capital through
an airlift and the images of the “raisin bombers,” flying in every minute, repre-
sented “only the material form of an intellectual and political struggle in which
every Berliner passionately took sides.”49 Even though not all supplies from the
East were cut, the living conditions in the two halves of the city functioned as
competing alternatives of a market and planned economy, between which people
had to decide. On the one hand were “the shop windows of East Berlin, either
empty or filled with inferior goods,” while on the other people could “now see
many household appliances” in West Berlin stores “which had not been available
for years.” The complete fiasco of the East German currency in free competi-
tion with the D-Mark led the SPD to an overwhelming victory in the subsequent
city council elections with 64 percent of the votes, while the CDU took another
19.4 percent, a clear vote in favor of the free market.50

Although the planned economy seemed a more radical response to economic
crimes of the Nazis, it was the more limited correction of the industrial struc-
ture by the reintroduction of the market that eventually prevailed. In the end,
the vaunted land reform and industrial expropriations in the East served only
to maintain the political power of a minority dictatorship. The planned economy
proved incomparably less productive and sustainable. Already in the short term,
the limited policy of deconcentration and decartelization that was promoted by
the U.S. military government and a minority of liberal economists in Germany
against the majority of the populace, showed clearly superior results. A year after
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plunging headfirst into free competition “the miraculous effects of the DM”
already appeared to have become self-evident, because a “sharp upward trend”
in productivity immediately set in, pushing living standards back up to 85 per-
cent of their prewar level. To be sure, the generous infusion of dollars, Erhard’s
selective deflationary policy, and social cushioning through the first equaliza-
tion of burdens law all played an important part in the West’s recovery.51 Still,
the populace considered, and not entirely incorrectly, the basic principle of in-
dividual initiative, in contrast to collective compulsion, to be responsible for the
success.

The Social Market Economy

As a result of its spectacular achievements, the social market economy has so
much become a pillar of the political culture of the Federal Republic that even
ideological critics such as the SPD or the Greens have made peace with its basic
principles. The accession of the new federal states in 1990 has yet again validated
the efficacy of this economic system, though it continues to struggle with the
consequences of reunification and the effects of globalization. This remarkable
consensus, however, conceals the considerable difficulties which it had in es-
tablishing its legitimacy among consumers still unnerved by the black market,
industrialists accustomed to collusion, and unions hoping for a wide-scale na-
tionalization of industry. At the same time, the successful formula glossed over
the tense relationship between the conflicting principles of market liberalism
and the welfare state, thus allowing the mixture of components, which over time
had changed considerably, to be largely forgotten.52 How did the social market
economy, in contrast to Marxist state planning, develop, and what were the
central problems that it had to overcome?

The compromise solution of a competitive, but at the same time socially
responsible, economy needed first and foremost to win over a skeptical public.
It was not until July 1949 that the new term “social market economy” was laid
down with the “Düsseldorf Principles” in the CDU platform: “By this the CDU
understands a socially committed constitution of the economy which organizes
the performance of free and capable people and yields the maximum economic
benefit and social justice.”53 To counter SPD attempts to maintain rationing,
Erhard vigorously defended the risk of allowing economic competition: “The
demand for democratic freedom will [continue to] ring hollow as long as basic
human rights to choose occupation and consumption freely are not recognized
as inviolable and inalienable.” Even so, the market also needed state regulation:
“This freedom does not mean license, and it does not mean irresponsibility, but
rather it means steady, obligatory devotion to the common weal.” As an experi-
enced marketing expert, Erhard even used advertising methods such as a comic
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strip, featuring a cute dachshund, to promote the market economy as a supe-
rior and ethical economic system.54

Aided by his cartel policy, Erhard also had to force free competition on heavy
industry, which was accustomed to market collusion. By 1930, some 3,000 car-
tels had been formed as a way of fixing prices and allocating market share, which
subsequently facilitated the Nazi war economy. Rather than lifting the American
ban on cartels, Erhard consistently argued “that all market agreements, espe-
cially in the area of prices, aim ultimately at some kind of restriction of compe-
tition” and, as a result, harmed the consumer. Against the massive resistance of
Fritz Berg, the chairman of League of German Industrialists (BDI), Erhard in-
sisted on fostering more competition through a cartel law that he considered
the “central principle” of the market economy, and, by extension, economic
freedom.55 Because of stiff parliamentary opposition, the passage of the law
dragged on and on, but by allowing a few exceptions, Erhard was able to push
the ban on cartels and the institution of a cartel office through the Federal Diet
in 1957. Together with the return to world trade, facilitated by floating the
D-Mark on international currency markets, the weakened cartel law became a
cornerstone of economic liberalization in West Germany.56

Was the “social” part of the social market economy ever more than a fig
leaf for the introduction of neoliberalism? In response to his critics on the left,
Erhard insisted that “in significant areas of our economy, competition has had
a beneficial effect, pushing it in the direction of an improvement of our people’s
living standards.” Since this rise in prosperity did not reach everyone, the social
policy makers in the CDU, driven by Catholic social doctrine, along with the
chancellor, concerned with maintaining power, insisted on tempering the effects
of competition through the introduction of tangible social benefits. As a result,
the legislation on burden sharing was an important appeasement measure,
which, by redistributing some of the wealth of those citizens who emerged un-
scathed from the war, made life for those parts of the population that had been
especially hard-hit somewhat more bearable. Similarly, the state-subsidized
housing construction of the 1950s was a necessary step toward addressing basic
social needs. Finally, the introduction of a coupling of pension adjustment to
wage increases in 1957 was an attempt to help the considerable number of pen-
sioners share in the growing prosperity. While the successes of Erhard’s liberal-
ization made the necessary funds available, these social policies also increased
purchasing power, thereby furthering the recovery.57

For the individual businessman, releasing competition from restrictions
meant both enormous opportunities and great risks. On the one hand, the lift-
ing of licensing constraints and allocations on paper, for example, enabled pub-
lishers like Heinz Döll once more to budget efficiently, so that the book trade
began to rebound. “Furthermore, after the currency reform, business went up
and the firm had a lot to do.” The improved business climate made the hiring
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of qualified staff necessary, thus giving the surviving young men new chances
for advancement, while also allowing them finally to start families.58 On the other
hand, the intensification of competition heightened economic insecurity, since
many firms remained undercapitalized. As the would-be businessman Berhard
Recker found out to his chagrin in the Frankish fur industry, hat manufactur-
ing, and wool trade, the introduction of new products and constantly changing
consumer tastes made bankruptcies and business failures multiply as well. Never-
theless, many large traditional companies such as the Krupp concern, which had
entered bankruptcy in 1953, managed to get back on their feet. Production began
to soar, the workforce grew, and optimism returned.59

Once initial difficulties had been overcome, the economy experienced an
amazing period of growth that was reflected in the rise of all statistical indicators
for the 1950s. Between the first quarter of 1948 and the fourth quarter of 1953 in-
dustrial production, for example, climbed from 57 percent to 174 percent, that is
more than trebling within five years, based on 1950 figures! In the same period,
the number of employed, which had initially stagnated at around 13.5 million, grew
to around 16 million, so that unemployment, which still stood at 12.2 percent in
the first quarter of 1950, declined by roughly half. In the course of the decade the
cost of living increased by only about 10 percent, while real wages rose by 51 per-
cent; as a result, actual purchasing power grew by two-fifths. For a population that
had only just escaped hunger and cold it was fun to read in the newspapers about
ever new statistical records, because the recovery could be felt in their own wal-
lets. Even if much of the growth consisted of making up for the lag in consump-
tion during the Depression, the Second World War, and the aftermath of defeat,
during the 1950s the West German economy grew by an astounding 8.2 percent
per year, a rate of expansion that would never be achieved again.60

The cause of this growth, which soon came to be known as the “Economic
Miracle,” was a unique constellation of factors that was not created but enhanced
by Erhard’s economic policy. One crucial reason was the availability of a suffi-
cient workforce that was ready to toil long and hard without complaint. As one
worker recalled, “not much time remained for having fun after work.” While
the annual increase of 7.3 percent in productivity resulted from the introduc-
tion of new machines, it also rested to a considerable extent on self-exploita-
tion, as evidenced by the forty-eight-hour workweek.61 Yet another factor was
the rapid accumulation of capital by businesses through tax exemptions (between
1948 and 1953 gross savings grew from 8.8 to 35.4 billion DM), which for the most
part was reinvested in the companies. A final cause was the consistent free trade
policy, which sought access to the world market and fostered the creation of a
single market in the European Community. The ERP credits of the Marshall Plan
primarily helped the mining industry and the energy sector as well as contrib-
uted to the creation of a positive psychological climate, but they were much less
important than the liberalization of the general economic framework.62
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In contrast, the East German economy got its first real opportunity to over-
come its difficult initial conditions only after the reparation deliveries ceased.
The nationalization of businesses proceeded apace, so that by 1955 the VEBs were
already earning nearly three-fourths of the gross national product, squeezing
the private sector ever more. The first five-year plan of 1951 steered almost half
of all investment into industry, and about half of that went into heavy industry
and mining. Thus, while 13 percent was spent on housing construction, less than
3 percent was left for consumer goods.63 Fulfilling targets of the plan became
the chief steering mechanism of a policy that needed to glorify productive “ac-
tivists” such as Adolf Hennecke or award bonuses in order to create incentives
to work harder. The subsidizing of basic needs such as food, rent, and transpor-
tation distorted the allocation of goods, since prices could not cover costs. In
contrast, purchasing power was skimmed off in the official shops of the Trade
Organization (HO), because there one could buy “a bar of chocolate for 20
marks, for 250 marks one could get a pair of men’s shoes, and women’s silk stock-
ings cost about 30 marks.”64 Although the reliability of the GDR’s official statis-
tics is hard to assess, it is generally agreed that due to its inherent weaknesses
and the slower improvement of conditions, the planned economy proved un-
able to catch up with the market economy.65

Not until 1966 did the Western economic miracle lose its glamour by a slight
dip in the rate of growth, which cost Ludwig Erhard the chancellorship due to a
panicked reaction of the political class. Just a year earlier he had won a resounding
election victory and suggested the need for “cooperation of all groups and in-
terests” with the hapless slogan of an “aligned society” (formierte Gesellschaft).
But as unemployment increased to 0.5 percent, inflation rose to 3.5 percent, and
growth flattened out at 2.9 percent, his critics in the CDU and other parties
claimed that the stability of the Federal Republic seemed to be in danger.66 Never
one to engage in party-political intrigues, the economics professor in his sec-
ond government program called for “frugality and austerity,” not exactly the
message that his countrymen, now accustomed to rapid growth and material
prosperity, wanted to hear. While Erhard’s popularity allowed him to assert his
control over the CDU one last time at its party congress, the Gaullists within
the party zealously undermined his authority while the disenchanted coalition
partner FDP left the government altogether. As a result, the chancellor, who some
thought acted in politics like an “unwitting child,” had to resign at the end of
November.67

While it continued to adhere to the market economy, the grand coalition of
CDU and SPD that followed nevertheless moved in the direction of stronger state
control in order to overcome the recession of 1967. The new government’s lead-
ing economic mind was the Hamburg economist Karl Schiller, who in difficult
discussions within the SPD had helped inspire the change of course spelled out in
the Godesberg Program, with the phrase, “as much competition as possible, as
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much planning as necessary.” Impressed by the dynamism of the market, he nev-
ertheless sought to strengthen the social components of economic policy. In the
cabinet, led by chancellor Kurt Georg Kiesinger and foreign minister Willy Brandt,
Schiller became minister of economics, alongside conservative finance minister
Franz Joseph Strauß, but he succeeded in asserting his “global control” of the
economy. His most important innovation was the policy of “concerted action,”
which was set down in the 1967 Law for Stability and Growth. Specifically, it en-
visaged discussions about the basic direction of economic policy between the rep-
resentatives of labor and management as well as the Council of Economic Experts
under the aegis of the Federal Bank. Through a series of Keynesian measures,
Schiller succeeded in stimulating growth again, so that it reached 4.4 percent by
the early years of the 1970s. The strengthening of state intervention, however, rep-
resented a backsliding into a problematic tradition.68

In the GDR, by contrast, Walter Ulbricht attempted to impart new dyna-
mism to the planned economy by introducing limited market incentives with
his “New Economic System of Planning and Guidance” (NÖSPL). Any signs of
a “red miracle,” however, were among other things interrupted by the mass flight
caused by the collectivization of agriculture that could be stopped only by the
construction of the Berlin wall. In 1963, the SED introduced “economic incen-
tives,” including a more realistic price structure, withholding of earnings for
reinvestment, and greater independence of companies in order to stimulate
growth. Ulbricht also hoped for a “scientific-technological revolution” and
thus guided investments toward electrical engineering, chemical industries,
and machine building—that is, to more innovative branches of basic indus-
try. Since indirect control did not function adequately, in 1965 the planning
system was also fundamentally overhauled. The result of these measures was a
revival of economic expansion, although the annual average of about 3 percent
for the 1960s remained altogether disappointing. Erich Honecker’s putsch against
his patron Ulbricht was thus not simply the product of the party functionaries’
fear of liberalization but rather a reaction to the lagging improvement of the
standard of living.69

In the West, the social-liberal coalition of 1969 appeared to be more suc-
cessful in merging steady economic growth with a continual expansion of the
welfare state. On the one hand, full employment, which was finally achieved in
1961 and led to the recruitment of “guest workers” from abroad, enabled em-
ployees to raise wages considerably and, by extension, increase their share of the
GDP. On the other hand, the state was able to finance new social initiatives such
as the expansion of the primary, secondary, and tertiary educational system (ex-
penditures on education climbed to 15.8 percent of the 1975 budget), thereby
increasing its clientele. Because union promoted wage increases of over 10 per-
cent and social redistribution processes transcended productivity gains, they also
had negative consequences: As a result of the overheated expansion, the rate of
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inflation rose considerably, reaching 6.9 percent in 1973 and reactivating old fears.
At the same time, between 1970 and 1975 the ratio of social expenditures to GDP,
or Sozialquote, climbed from 26.7 to 33.7 percent, the greatest increase of the
postwar period.70 The continued shifting of priorities in favor of social policy
threw the social market economy increasingly out of balance.

The shock of skyrocketing oil prices in 1973–1974, therefore, triggered a deep
crisis that could only be overcome with enormous effort. While the safeguarding
of oil imports only cost 15 billion DM annually, a burden that was further reduced
by a weak dollar, in 1975 declining exports pushed the economy into its first real
postwar recession, which saw the GDP fall by some 2 percent. Branches of indus-
try that concentrated on mid-range technologies had largely missed out on the
jump to high technology, so that mining, shipbuilding, camera optics, and con-
sumer electronics encountered increasing problems. In the international realm,
chancellor Helmut Schmidt, who styled himself as a “world economist,” reacted
with a series of partially successful attempts to stabilize the exchange rate. But on
the domestic level, he issued frequent stimulus packages which, through their
repetition, provided diminishing returns, especially after the second oil shock of
1979 triggered an even deeper recession. As a result of the nasty “stagflation,” the
total federal debt increased from 45.4 billion DM in 1969 to 309 billion DM in 1982
and base unemployment climbed to 2 million. The number of those receiving some
form of welfare assistance, moreover, surpassed 3 million.71 The much-vaunted
German model, it seemed, no longer worked properly.

While Erich Honecker’s belated turn to consumer production and expand-
ing social policy helped the GDR to avoid similar recessions, the planned economy
nonetheless continued to slide toward its ineluctable final crisis. To be sure, the
creation of huge state companies (Kombinate) that combined entire branches
of the economy, along with the raising of social expenditures—for example, in
housing construction—did stimulate new growth during the first half of the
1970s. But in the second half of the decade, the effect of such measures began to
wear off. The “unity of economic with social policy,” which the SED proclaimed
in 1976, was in a way a final attempt to raise productivity in the planned economy
by increasing wages and improving consumption. But a good part of the expan-
sion was financed by foreign loans, which became more difficult to repay with
the sale of refined derivatives when the Soviet Union reduced oil deliveries and
began to raise its prices to world market levels. In the early 1980s, several bil-
lions in West German credits as well as rising transfer payments did save the
GDR one more time, but in the second half of the decade, mounting foreign
debt, a large trade deficit, failed investments, the deterioration of the infrastruc-
ture, and other chronic problems effectively drove the state into bankruptcy.72

In the Federal Republic, the “turn-around” proclaimed by Chancellor Kohl
attempted to bring some relief to the economy, but it remained too weak for
a structural reform of the system, especially when compared to the radical
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neoliberal policies of President Ronald Reagan and Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher. To cope with “the extremely difficult economic situation” the liberal-
conservative coalition strove to improve the business climate by reducing ex-
penditures on social services to below 30 percent of the GDP and cutting back
total public expenditures to 45 percent. These measures provided some stimu-
lus, but every time the government challenged social entitlements, it encoun-
tered vehement protests, not only from the opposition and unions but also from
the left wing of the CDU under Norbert Blüm. Although the number of em-
ployed grew markedly to over 30 million in the 1980s, the unemployment rate
refused to budge and hovered at around the 2 million mark. Despite heavy in-
vestment in the single European market, the rate of economic growth barely
reached 2 percent, well below that of Great Britain, the United States, and Japan.
Due to the shift of emphasis from a free market to social welfare, even before
reunification the German economy was starting to lose much of its ability to
compete in the international arena.73

Limits of the German Model

The development of competing economic systems in the German states after
1945 points to contrasting learning processes derived from the experiences of
the dictatorship of the Third Reich. The solution propagated by liberals such as
Wilhelm Röpke envisaged the reintroduction of the market as an economic basis
of recivilization—a program which, after some vacillation, was adopted by the
U.S. military government and implemented in outline by Ludwig Erhard’s so-
cial market economy.74 Since the “cooperative capitalism” of the Third Reich
had enabled the Nazi dictatorship to enrich itself by pillaging its racial foes and
conquered enemies, the economy needed to be changed to the extent that it
would no longer pose an external threat or stand in the way of parliamentary
democracy internally. A combination of initially tough but then more limited
interventions changed the economy’s basic structures in the direction of com-
petition, while collective learning processes of entrepreneurs and consumers
helped them internalize the opportunities of the market.75 The strengthening
of competition, which was, however, tamed by strong welfare policies, set in mo-
tion a dynamic new growth that, despite some scandals, surprised all who took
part in it.

In contrast, the East German planned economy, which at first seemed to be
more appealing to both leftist intellectuals and the general public, eventually
reached a dead end. Rigorous interventions such as land reform and subsequent
collectivization of agriculture, coupled with the expropriation of large indus-
trialists’ property and repeated attempts to nationalize commerce and trades,
amounted to a significantly more rigorous attempt to pull the economic rug out
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from under reactionary tendencies. Ironically, this drastic change contributed
to the establishment of the ideologically opposite minority dictatorship of the
SED.76 Without a doubt, the GDR’s starting conditions were more difficult, and
its economy registered a modest miracle of its own, so that the widespread pride
of the “reconstruction generation” did possess a certain legitimacy. But the
nonmonetary control of the economy failed in comparison, not only with the
Federal Republic but also with other states, because it could only thrive in rela-
tive isolation from the competition of the international economy.77 The substi-
tution of bureaucratic planning for the market mechanisms created numerous
new inequities because the distribution of consumer goods depended on politi-
cal loyalty or, quite simply, on knowing the right people.

Despite inflated reports in the GDR’s statistics, nearly every comparison
between the performance of the planned and market economies between 1945
and 1989 comes down in favor of the West. Although long-term trends until the
early 1970s exhibit striking similarities, the growth curve of the Federal Repub-
lic generally ran at a much higher level. By the time the GDR collapsed, the pro-
ductivity of the individual worker there only amounted to one-third of his
counterpart in the Federal Republic. While the rate of inflation was admittedly
higher in the West, available indicators of the German-German exchange rate
point to the indisputable loss of purchasing power suffered by the “East Mark”
from a level of initial parity to around two-fifths. As a result, the gross nominal
income of the average worker was only about one-third that of a Western em-
ployee. Moreover, the contrast between the Trabi and the Volkswagen Golf or a
rental apartment and a private home makes clear the qualitative differences that
caused a fundamental discrepancy in living standards. In spite of all the social
inequalities and risks of recession, the colorful consumer capitalism that devel-
oped in the West thus proved in the long term incomparably more attractive
than the drab socialist consumption in the GDR.78

Ironically, the amazing success of the social market economy has also led
the West German model to become a barrier to further economic dynamism.
On the one hand, the gradual expansion of the welfare state as a result of the
competition between the CDU and SPD spurred the continual introduction of
new programs such as long-term care insurance. These programs have increased
the social expenditures of both employers and employees to the point that the
creation of new jobs has come to a halt, the base unemployment rate remains
high regardless of economic growth, and a considerable market for illicit work
has formed. On the other hand, the practices of the cartel office have been un-
even at best and, with the expansion of the single European market, have per-
mitted a higher level of concentration, thereby impeding internal competition.
At the same time, the cooperation between unions and employers in “Germany
Inc.” that has been demanded by the different governments has given rise to a
kind of neocorporatism that thwarts painful reforms and, as a result, perpetu-
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ates the economy’s paralysis. Even without the added burdens of the reunifica-
tion process, the “German model” was well on its way to refuting itself.79

This “Gulliver syndrome” of being fettered by countless state regulations
demonstrates that, unlike with militarism and nationalism, the economic les-
sons of the Nazi experience have only been half learned. No doubt, the memory
of the Economic Miracle is one of the most potent founding myths of the Bonn
Republic that celebrates hard work, entrepreneurial risk, and consumer sacri-
fice as the fount of later prosperity. But behind it linger deep-seated fears of two
massive inflations, mass unemployment of the Great Depression, and the hun-
ger and cold of the postwar period, which make citizens call for security through
an elaborate social safety net. Thus when facing recession, as in 1967, 1975, and
1982, the public time and again asked the state to assume the role of a knight in
shining armor rather than trusting in its own strengths and organizing the coun-
termeasures as a civil society. Breaking through the barriers to innovation, there-
fore, does not require an uncritical adoption of neoliberal “casino capitalism,”
which is geared toward an unregulated maximization of short-term shareholder
value.80 But only when German party politics, which have become immobilized
by clientelism regardless of ideology, once more find the courage to take risks,
and make individual initiative worthwhile again, will the social market economy
regain its balance and a greater dynamism return.



In the summer of 1945, the Allied occupation powers and a critical minority
within the conquered population confronted the dual task of “denazifying and

democratizing” the Germans. Removing the visible signs of the Hitler regime was
surprisingly easy, as most people distanced themselves quickly from National So-
cialism by holding a small number of party leaders and fanatical members respon-
sible for its crimes. But “learning the lessons of defeat” in the deeper meaning of
the phrase proved considerably more difficult, as it demanded that people call into
question hallowed traditions and abandon ingrained habits of thinking. Percep-
tive observers, such as the émigré writer Stefan Heym, warned of a growing resis-
tance against the experiment of reorienting an entire society: “As Americans, we
must above all else develop a long-term educational, political, and economic strat-
egy toward Germany and the Germans and implement it.” In order to change the
outlook of a post-Fascist society more profoundly, the occupation powers ought
to work according to the example “of our own democratic heritage” and put “lead-
ership in the hands of the clean Germans”—that is, Nazi opponents—and sup-
port them “until democratic ideals have truly taken root.”1

Initially, the victorious Allies determined the framework for the renewal of
German political culture by intervening—not always wisely but nevertheless dras-
tically enough to compel genuine changes. In the heated debate about the deeper
causes of the Third Reich, such as “militarism and pan-Germanism,” ideologues,
who thought in terms of national stereotypes and considered the Germans to
be incorrigible barbarians, argued with pragmatists, who identified specific prob-
lems, such as the tendency toward blind obedience, which, once corrected, would
allow them to lead the defeated Germans back to civilization. The Potsdam pro-
gram of demilitarization, denazification, and economic deconcentration was thus
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a compromise, based on the contradictory desires to weaken, punish, and re-
structure Germany at the same time. Its overall goal—namely, a fundamental
reorientation of politics—was only vaguely formulated. Its practical implemen-
tation, moreover, was impeded not only by the different national interests, dis-
tinct political styles, and conflicting ideologies that led the occupation zones to
develop separately but also by the repeated disputes over the best method (such
as change by compulsion or by example), as well as over the alternative of Al-
lied control or German participation.2

In the long run, the Germans themselves advanced the reorientation pro-
cess since they were gradually able to regain control over their own destiny due
to the stalemate of the Cold War. To be sure, much bitterness remained over
the loss of territory, the expulsions from the East, and the punishment of war
criminals, because former soldiers still clung to their military honor, students
remained proud of their nation, and business leaders fought the dismantling of
industry. But unlike in 1918, the defeat of 1945 could not be denied, since the
elites were hardly able to retain a sense of intellectual superiority, let alone brood
about revenge. Disgusted with German misdeeds, critical voices, especially in
the unions, churches, and intellectual community, thus demanded a radical
turning back toward humanity: “The German people are in their entirety re-
sponsible for these crimes, and only by recognizing this guilt will it be possible
to find the basis for a better system.”3 Derived both from opportunism and the
realization of their culture’s failings, the gradual embrace of Western ideas of
freedom and Eastern notions of equality is the central political development of
the postwar period.

By breaking with negative traditions, the three-part program of demilitari-
zation, denazification, and deconcentration sought to lay down a lasting foun-
dation for freedom. Demobilization quickly broke up the military machine,
disarmament eliminated the army as an external threat and as a domestic power,
and the elimination of militarism as an attitude succeeded so well that subse-
quent rearmament met with strong resistance from the populace. The purging
of the Nazis, in contrast, proved to be more difficult. To be sure, the Nazi lead-
ership was convicted, its organizations dissolved, and its assets confiscated, so
that the influence of former Nazis on postwar politics remained slight. Still, many
perpetrators slipped through the net, while the division of the country kept
nationalism alive as a hope for reunification. The attempt to weaken Germany
economically failed even more clearly. Even if war industries were torn down
and while widespread dismantling, above all in the Soviet zone, removed indus-
trial production capacity, deconcentration and decartelization had only a lim-
ited effect, thus allowing the economy not just to recover but to develop into a
new power, at least in the West. Only once these conditions had been created
did the occupation powers begin serious efforts toward parliamentary or socialist
democratization.4

Conclusion to Part I 97
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In the West, the elimination of such negative influences allowed a “culture
of civility” once again to develop, which would generally determine political
opinions well into the 1990s. When Germans shed their uniforms and rejected
their ingrained militaristic outlook, they initiated an almost ten-year hiatus
without a military, during which men saw themselves once again as civilians and
war no longer evoked heroic but, instead, painful memories. The lifting of Nazi
control over all aspects of society revived a multifaceted associational culture,
which organized society in the prepolitical space both for sociable purposes and
the pursuit of collective interests. The reassertion of the rule of law through the
passage of the Basic Law with its protections for human rights reconstituted a
kind of political life that, in spite of all party-political conflicts, adhered to a basic
democratic consensus. Finally, the reintroduction of the free market and the
return to a socially more responsible form of economic competition also restored
the basic conditions for a recivilization, as they unleashed a new economic dy-
namism and offered greater freedom for individual self-realization.5 Conversely,
the Marxist project of a more radical reconfiguration of the economy and soci-
ety in the East tended to smother all initiatives for a civil society and thus led,
instead, to a new minority dictatorship of the SED.6

Ironically, the contrasting learning processes in both East and West also
engendered some excessive corrections, which presented new problems for the
further development of the second German democracy. For instance, the rejec-
tion of militarism led to a radical ideological pacifism in broad circles of the
population that propagated a moralizing foreign policy behind the shield of
the occupation powers but lacked understanding for the application of force in
the international arena. Similarly, the educated middle class’s distancing from
fanatical nationalism inspired among their successors, who now styled them-
selves as intellectuals, a massive self-criticism that was not unjustifiably derided
as “negative nationalism.” As a result, they embraced other identities such as a Euro-
pean stance—but, in doing so, they revealed an uncertainty of self-understanding
that annoyed Germany’s neighbors, even if they had promoted it. Lastly, the sim-
plistic Marxist theory of fascism fostered a general critique of capitalism, which
misunderstood the economic foundations of freedom because it continued to place
its trust in a planned economy. Ironically, the radical learning processes that
emerged from the defeat in the East led to an anti-Fascist party dictatorship, while
the more cautious changes in the West proved to be a stable basis for building a
democracy through the possibility of gradual self-correction.7
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Contradictory Modernization

Although important foundations had already been laid after the war, the
actual breakthrough of Germany’s recivilization did not occur until the

middle of the 1960s. During the first postwar years, the consequences of defeat
(such as the loss of the eastern lands, the disappearance of the nobility, the mix-
ing of religious denominations, the dissolution of entire social milieus, and the
efforts of the expellees to recover their lost status) had already begun to unleash
social changes under conservative auspices.1 Nevertheless, two decades after the
constitution of the Federal Republic there occurred yet another upheaval that
“from today’s perspective appears as an overdue process of political, social, and
economic modernization” and, in spite of conservative protests, “is on the whole
considered to have succeeded.”2 These West German transformations in the
direction of “a cultural modernity” deepened the chasm between the two Ger-
man states, as the GDR, due to its radical new beginning, rejected any compa-
rable efforts toward reform following the failure of the new economic policy in
the 1960s.3 Unlike the well-researched “long 1950s,” the subsequent “decade of
accelerated change” raises a series of difficult interpretive questions that have
only gradually come into view.4

Understanding the 1960s is complicated by the highly charged symbol of
“1968,” which has generated a peculiar analytical conundrum. The term “sixty-
eight” continues to evoke strong emotions because it serves as a marker of
ideological identity: Liberals remember it as a “decisive impulse toward de-
mocratization,” while conservatives deplore it as a “willful dismantlement of
the traditional value system.”5 The glaring discrepancy between the partici-
pants’ retrospective mythologizing of the generational revolt and the relative
modesty of the events actually associated with it renders fashioning a narrative



of its political history difficult. Moreover, the contradiction between the largely
failed attempt to realize its ideological goals and the considerable sociocultural
changes that it triggered also eludes conventional attempts to account for them.
Finally, the differences in regard to the style and substance between Western anti-
Vietnam rallies and East German attempts to protest against the suppression of
the Prague Spring prevent a uniform treatment. Gradually, however, historians
are coming to the realization that 1968 as a cultural revolution represents a differ-
ent kind of caesura that requires a cultural approach to be better understood.6

To achieve some distance from this charged event, it is necessary to place
the generational conflict into the context of the wider social transformation that
was occurring in all Western industrial countries during the 1960s. In the case
of Germany, these changes might best be considered a kind of catch-up mod-
ernization, since the long-range statistical trajectories show the continuity of
socioeconomic developments that were interrupted by the two world wars.7 This
process includes, for instance, the rise of a tertiary economy—that is, a flight
from agricultural pursuits and the emergence of a service sector, based on train-
ing and education. Equally dramatic was the doubling of wages and the reduced
cost of mass production that made elite consumer goods accessible to average
consumers so that a new prosperity (driven by consumption and a popular cul-
ture centered largely on entertainment) could spread quickly. At the same time,
in the 1970s, the oil shocks and the introduction of the personal computer sig-
naled the end of high industrialism and with it the transition to postmodernity.8

These structural changes, which eventually spread to the GDR, militate against
the fixation on 1968, as they raise more general questions concerning the trans-
formative processes that stand behind them.

The first problem demanding analysis is the gradual convergence of Ger-
man patterns of thought and behavior with Western models. The material afflu-
ence of the American occupiers had already impressed the defeated Germans
because it seemed to offer tangible evidence of the inherent superiority of the
Western way of life. Because the Sovietization of East Germany was mostly per-
ceived as a Communist threat, the older generation put their faith in transat-
lantic protection, although the representatives of German intellectual culture
maintained a considerable reserve toward American mass civilization.9 In con-
trast, German youths, who were impressed by Hollywood films and rock music,
were fascinated by the transformation in lifestyles set in motion by mass con-
sumption and popular culture, because for them this “value change” represented
a break with old-fashioned bourgeois virtues and a turn toward a freer sexual
morality and a hedonistic way of life. Yet younger Germans also vehemently
criticized American foreign policy, especially its support of military dictator-
ships in the Third World that toed the anti-Communist line.10 A crucial step
was thus the cultural Westernization that overcame anticivilizational reserva-
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tions and anti-American prejudices, and thereby contributed toward a “funda-
mental liberalization” of the Federal Republic.11

Another important question concerns the connection between these socio-
cultural developments and the deeper anchoring of participatory democracy in
West Germany. The political-historical thesis of “a kind of re-founding of the
Second Republic” can be based on evidence such as the end of the Adenauer era,
the change in government to a social-liberal coalition, the passage of a new policy
toward the east (Ostpolitik), and the emergence of citizens’ movements, while
in the GDR it can only cite the transfer of power from Walter Ulbricht to Erich
Honecker.12 This perspective, however, ignores the problem of the reluctant
embrace of democracy by authoritarian elites as well as a skeptical populace,
which in the East was blocked by the dictatorship of the SED. To gain a solid
footing, the democratic institutions that were implanted by the victors and sup-
ported by a minority of the defeated needed a keener appreciation of the value
of human rights and a change toward more civil forms of interpersonal behav-
ior. This process of “internal democratization,” which only occurred after the
passage of the Basic Law and the founding of the Federal Republic, represents
the decisive step toward civil society and thus demands a more convincing his-
torical explanation.13

A final challenge is to explain the renewed 1960s mobilization of a postwar
society, which had only been stabilized with great difficulty. While the majority
of the West German populace rejoiced at rising prosperity, critics called for social
reforms to go still further. As a result of shocking Nazi scandals and new con-
flicts, such as the Spiegel Affair, a critical public sphere began to evolve in the
West that no longer tolerated the authoritarian style of Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer’s democracy. At the same time, with the growing influence of the
Frankfurt School and an unorthodox Marxism, a “New Left” also emerged that
moved beyond the slogans of material redistribution to demand utopian socialist
changes. Fearing the extension of emergency powers proposed by the grand
coalition, a broad extraparliamentary opposition comprised of diverse elements,
ranging from churches to unions, gathered to defend their civil rights. In the
East, moreover, isolated intellectuals such as Robert Havemann began to hope
for a humanization of socialism in the spirit of Prague.14 The genesis of a new,
nonviolent protest culture that culminated in the new social movements is thus
another indicator of the maturing process that brought Germany one step closer
to becoming a civil society.15
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Germans greeted the “long-term visit” of the Allied occupiers with a para-
doxical mixture of fear and hope. In judging the different powers, elitist

resentment toward Western civilization and racist hostility toward the Russians
clashed with a fascination for America, admiration for the British, and love of
France, as well as interest in the Communist experiment. Even those journal-
ists, who like Margret Boveri attempted to size up the victors realistically, re-
mained ambivalent in their feelings toward them. Written in 1945, Boveri’s
“America Primer,” for example, sought to help Germans appreciate that “the
Americans are a new people” who are “not to be measured according to our
standards.” The characterization of the Western superpower as “a nation of
immigrants in the land of freedom,” with a conformist “personality type,” a
penchant for “standardization” of society, a preference for moralizing, a merely
superficial politeness, and a marked “desire for newness” offered a mélange of
anti-American clichés and perceptive observations.1 The Germans would need
a long process of reorientation to resolve this contradiction between importing
reforms while preserving their own identity.

The change in the political culture that was decreed by the victors ran into
the twin difficulties of resentment against foreign domination and competition
among the new models for orientation. “We will only truly experience our de-
feat if we let values and [patterns of] behavior be dictated to us by the victors
instead of by our own traditions and ask the Americans, what is German,” la-
mented one intellectual in 1946. During the Cold War, however, the consensus
of the occupation powers shattered on the conflicting conceptions of the “Occi-
dent” or the “free world” on the one hand and of “socialist humanism” on
the other,2 allowing the defeated Germans to play one side against the other.
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Likewise, the contradiction between the imposition of changes and their vol-
untary adoption permitted some passive resistance against those mandates that
were thought to be unjust, since lasting reforms presumed a certain amount of
cooperation from the Germans. Because it required overcoming deep-seated
anti-Western prejudices, the reorientation after 1945 was not a result of a simple,
one-way transfer of culture but, rather, of a controversial, long-term process of
transnational acculturation.3

An analysis of this fundamental transformation, however, has been impeded
by the imprecision of terminology, since the most obvious comparison between
Americanization and Sovietization has come under criticism for its political
overtones.4 The term “Americanization” is being faulted above all for its naïve
and normative usage, which makes it difficult to draw a distinction between
external impulses and internal appropriations of American culture.5 Anselm
Döring-Manteuffel has suggested instead the broader notion of “Westerniza-
tion” so as also to take into account competing influences from England, France,
and Italy—signaled by the epithet Toskana-Fraktion (Tuscany faction) for the
Italophilia of the Left.6 The term “Sovietization” is similarly handicapped, since
it was coined during the Cold War as a Western slogan for criticizing the estab-
lishment of Soviet hegemony and the imposition of the Stalinist model on East-
ern Europe.7 Its pejorative counterpart of “Easternization” never became equally
popular, as this geographical allusion, invented by journalists during reunifica-
tion, was considered too defamatory.8 For examining the prevailing turn toward
the West, the more comprehensive approach of “Westernization” therefore
appears preferable, even if its content continues to refer primarily to American
influences.

Before the concept may be employed, however, the implications of West-
ernization must be clarified, since its contours can easily become blurred. Above
all, it is crucial to recognize that the “West” is itself a complex myth that tends
to refer to such disparate meanings as a sociocultural gradient in Europe or
American notions of an open frontier that are perpetuated by Western movies,
as well as the cigarette advertisements of the Marlboro Man. In the stylization
of the West into a general norm for development, its darker sides such as impe-
rialism, racism, slavery, and exploitation tend to be unconsciously suppressed.9

It is therefore necessary to identify more clearly than has previously been the
case the different horizons of meaning associated with the general processes of
modernization, the Anglo-American and other European cultural transfers, and
the changes that grew out of Germany’s own dynamics of development. Despite
the validity of postcolonial critiques, the controversial term “Western Civiliza-
tion” does allude to the existence of a specifically Western idea of civilization,
which might analytically fill the somewhat vague concept of Westernization, if
it is construed as a shared set of values.10
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The central question hidden behind this terminological confusion concerns
the causes, processes, and consequences of Germany’s “long road to the West”
after 1945. Should this Westernization be understood primarily as a success of
Western policies of reeducation and reorientation along with the failure of the
competing Communist model? Or should it instead be considered a kind of “self-
colonization” through the selective acceptance of external stimuli, internal par-
allel development of native traditions, and multiple forms of hybridization of
outside offerings and inside learning processes?11 To do justice to the complex-
ity of Westernization, one might first examine the effect of the thousands of
personal encounters after the war that led individuals to turn toward the West.
Then it would be important to review the already well researched emergence of
political ties to the West from the perspective of the corresponding changes in
popular attitudes.12 Finally, the processes that led to the Westernization of con-
sumption habits and popular culture, which differed according to generational
preferences, also need to be compared to determine the repercussions of Ameri-
canization in daily life.13

Personal Encounters

Individual contacts of the isolated populace with the occupation powers offer a
largely ignored key to explaining the decision of many postwar Germans to opt
for the West. The crucial first impressions, which were difficult to change, de-
pended on the circumstances in which they occurred: When the arriving vic-
tors acted less violently than the dire warnings of Nazi propaganda led them to
expect, the defeated could breathe a sight of relief as they began to realize that it
just might be possible to get along with the occupiers. The nature of the expe-
rience was determined largely by whether individuals who first met the occu-
pation soldiers were harmless elderly citizens, potentially dangerous soldiers,
attractive women, or curious youngsters. Even without a functioning media
system, various stories of incidents—some traumatic, some pleasant—slowly
created a collective image which, although containing some contradictions, did
coalesce into an overall judgment. “I was happy as a clam, that the Americans
were there,” one man remembered, since already “the word Russian sounded
. . . rather negative to Berliners.” In thousands of similar comparisons “the West”
almost always came off better than “the Russians.”14

The expectations with which the victors and the defeated met each other
were conditioned by deep-seated clichés that had been hardened by the enemy
images spread by war propaganda. While the French disliked the Wehrmacht’s
arrogance during the occupation, the British resented the random terror of the
Luftwaffe, and the Russians suffered from the devastation of the genocidal war,
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the Americans had much less reason to hate because the fighting did not reach
their shores and they had entered the conflict late. In contrast to German preju-
dices against the sophisticated yet weak French, bumbling but gallant English,
and childlike and vengeful Russians (due to suppressed feelings of guilt), Ger-
man opinions of the Americans fluctuated more widely. Even confirmed Nazis
were unsure whether to admire their friendly affability or to denounce their racial
decadence. After the failure of the desperate defensive battles against the Red
Army, thousands of fleeing refugees and scattered Wehrmacht soldiers sponta-
neously started “to move westward,” trying to find “the shortest route to the
Anglo-American line.”15 How could one otherwise explain that, despite instances
of bitter resistance, German troops were more likely to surrender in the West,
while even the old men and teenagers of the militia tended to fight until the last
bullet in the East, thereby provoking more severe retribution from the Russians
than from the Americans?

Comparisons between the victorious powers, which became possible as a
result of border adjustments in the occupation zones, almost always favored the
Americans. Despite several examples of friendliness shown toward children,
Margret Boveri and other eyewitnesses concur in having “seen such shocking
things” that the stories of shootings, pillaging, and rapes committed by Russian
soldiers could not just have been a legend of the Cold War.16 In her diary
Marianne Kiefer describes similar violations of stealing and the command “Come
along, woman!” from Moroccan soldiers, which made the French “odious” to
her: “We were such nervous wrecks that we pleaded with the blacks to shoot
us.”17 In contrast, Manfred Clausen experienced the regime of the English as
distant and imperious, but also correct: “It should be said that on the part of
the English soldiers there was not the slightest misconduct toward the German
civilian population.”18 And the GIs were widely welcomed as bringing “salva-
tion from this terror” of the other soldiers, since the Americans “were by com-
parison much more pleasant, didn’t act at all like occupiers, and left generous
tips.”19 Because of their wealth and poise “the Amis” immediately became sym-
bolic of the superiority of the West.

Young women seeking human warmth and amusement had the most in-
tense contacts with the occupation soldiers. Since the Russians were eventually
confined to their barracks and the French and the British had to less to offer,
the “fun-loving and bored” GIs quickly became the most popular partners.
“They had everything, and they were easily able to meet their great demand
for ‘Frolleins’ with cigarettes and chocolate, despite the official ‘fraternization
ban,’” noted one young German man enviously. It was not just the soldiers’ small
gifts of coffee and nylon stockings that made such an impression on these young
women but also their carefree attitude. “Sometimes they acted like in the wild
west” and ignored all traffic laws; one contemporary recalled how “two drunk
Americans waved to women with inflated condoms from a jeep.” Around the
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military bases regular amusement areas mushroomed with bars where young
women met with the GIs, whether to earn money as prostitutes or to start up a
romantic relationship in the hope, usually in vain, of being brought back as a
war bride into the land of unlimited opportunities. “The bulk of the German
population,” a critical observer noted, “had few kind words for these ‘Veronikas’
and felt that their actions were undignified.”20

Grown men, in contrast, languishing under the general suspicion of Nazi
collaboration, were only useful to the Americans insofar as they could render
practical service. The contrast between the “well fed” and “warmly dressed”
occupiers and the “pitiful German creatures, all skin and bones,” including many
who had been disabled in the war, made the dependent relationship physically
apparent. Nevertheless, working for the Amis was quite popular, since “the job
was not paid with money but with a warm meal, which at the time was much
more valuable.” Anyone who could find some kind of position in a motor pool,
kitchen, or officer club could count himself lucky. From this economic gap be-
tween occupiers and occupied emerged “a flourishing trade” in food and gas in
exchange for Nazi memorabilia and family heirlooms, an informal barter which
often grew into a veritable black market. Despite severe penalties, regular raids
targeting “any stolen objects” only managed to interrupt their circulation tem-
porarily, not stop it altogether, since the “pushers” became quite adept at hid-
ing their contraband.21

Even though some continued to mourn the idols of the Hitler Youth, young
people more than any other group became fascinated by the easygoing lifestyle
of the American soldiers. Curious youths quickly reactivated their “meager
knowledge of English from school,” using it “for the first time sensibly and profit-
ably, if also sometimes incorrectly,” to coax a piece of gum or bum a ride in a
jeep. When troops were billeted in German homes for longer periods of time,
real friendships could sometimes form, with boys scrounging up Nazi medals
as souvenirs for the GIs in return for “chocolate, coffee, and cigarettes.” As one
person gratefully remembered, “in the schools the Americans organized school
lunches which helped us schoolchildren get through the time of hunger.” The
private CARE packages, and other parcels from groups like the Quakers, were
also a godsend, since they contained desperately needed food and clothing that
could, if necessary, be traded for other things. “Our life was gradually, but in-
creasingly colored American,” one youngster described, recalling his fascination
with U.S. radio broadcasts: “This was the voice of another, unspoiled world,”
which attempted “to bring the ways of democracy, coated with the comforts of
the American lifestyle, to us authoritarian-minded Germans.”22

To keep inevitable frictions with the populace to a minimum, the Ameri-
cans more than the other occupiers made an effort to enlist the sympathy of the
local civilians. For example, they appointed joint commissions charged with
solving such contentious questions as compensation for the repeated damages
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caused by maneuvers. When they opened new military bases, moreover, they
often held an open house, allowing visitors to satisfy their curiosity about what
went on behind the compound walls. The establishment of youth clubs where
American soldiers played sports with German youths, watched movies, or lis-
tened to jazz also helped loosen latent tensions. While the greatest attraction
was likely the chocolate and Coca-Cola that were offered to them, these Ger-
man Youth Activities (GYAs) still brought young Germans together with Ameri-
cans in a more relaxed, congenial setting. Unlike the strict barracking of the
Russians, the possibility of living off base extended the area of contact between
GI renters and German landlords. And finally, the joint celebration of festivals
such as U.S. Independence Day and Rhenish carnival helped to reduce preju-
dices, especially against black soldiers.23

More effective yet were the official exchange programs that began in 1947–
1948, and brought some 12,000 Germans to the United States by 1955. Among
their participants were students, including the historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler,
who in 1952 received a scholarship from the newly founded Fulbright Program
to study American history at Ohio University, as well as professors such as the
jurist Walter Hallstein, who was invited as a guest lecturer at Georgetown Uni-
versity. Entire delegations of pedagogues like the group led by Minister for
Culture in Baden-Württemberg Theodore Bäuerle also traveled across the At-
lantic to learn by inspecting American schools. Likewise, members of social
organizations—for example, the trade unionists who attended an AFL-CIO
congress where they discussed common problems—also gained firsthand knowl-
edge of the United States. The contrast between their own destroyed and divided
country and the peaceful and flourishing United States that spanned an entire
continent made as profound an impression as “the very warm reception,” thus
helping them to forget their former enmity.24 Even if many American methods
could not be directly transferred, the “spirit of true democracy” became so deeply
impressed on visitors that some made achieving comparable freedom in Ger-
many into a lifelong challenge.25

Among the more important cultural intermediaries were the critical intel-
lectuals and leftist politicians who returned to help build a new and better Ger-
many. The decision to remigrate was not easy, because many, especially the
younger refugees, had struck deep roots in their host countries, and some offi-
cial invitations met with passive resistance from a populace that was preoccupied
with its own problems. Nevertheless, the historian Hans Rothfels, the political
scientist Ernst Fraenkel, and the social democratic leaders Ernst Reuter and Willy
Brandt, to name just a few of the more prominent, brought with them positive
experiences from the United States and other Western countries. In contrast,
the Communist“Walter Ulbricht” group (named after their ideological leader),
despite having itself suffered Stalinist persecution while in Moscow, propagated
the superiority of the Soviet system.26 The left socialist and literary scholar Alfred
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Kantorowicz justified his return by citing his “insights and knowledge acquired
in exile” that would assist the reconstruction: “The victory of the better, more
humane, creative, freedom-loving Germany must still be won. This struggle must
be carried out here, in this country.” At first, the radical new start in the East
seemed to hold more promise for success, but soon the literary critic Hans Mayer,
philosopher Ernst Bloch, and other nonconformists switched over to the ini-
tially more problematic Federal Republic.27

Various experts on Germany also took a central role in conveying foreign ideas
to the defeated and German wishes to the outside world. In difficult questions of
detail, the occupation powers necessarily relied on “German hands,” such as the
educator Edward Hartshorne and the jurist Shepard Stone, who had already dealt
with Germany before the war. Returning emigrants like journalists Sebastian
Haffner and Hans Habe also wrote both English-language reports on the defeated
country and German articles that attempted to explain the victors’ reform sug-
gestions to a skeptical populace.28 The various cultural officers who were charged
with stirring interest in the creative achievements and political practices of their
respective country faced a similar task of transmitting a foreign culture. They had
to decide whether they would follow their elitist guidelines and promote, for ex-
ample, classical music, or whether they would give in to the public’s desire for
entertainment such as jazz.29 Due to the need to solve concrete problems of occu-
pation, pragmatic policy makers such as U.S. General Lucius D. Clay and High
Commissioner John J. McCloy increasingly saw themselves forced to defer to the
desires of the defeated Germans. Especially at the municipal level, occupation
authorities had to negotiate practical compromises with mayors, like Wilhelm
Kaisen in Bremen, if they wanted to get something done.30

As time went on, accidental encounters grew into solid acquaintanceships,
transformed into informal networks, and in some cases even coalesced into bi-
lateral organizations. On the level of local bases, individuals might join both
German and American clubs—thereby forging overlapping associations. On the
national level, the Soviet Union in particular attempted to convey to the edu-
cated middle class a more positive image of Russian culture and Communist
success (“the victory of socialism in the Soviet Union”). To this end, in 1947 it
sponsored the Society for the Study of the Culture of the Soviet Union (later
DSF), which would hold meetings, cultural functions, and exhibitions. Founded
in 1952, its Western counterpart, the more elitist Atlantic Bridge, was charged
with reducing the still widely held reservations toward the Federal Republic in
America and cultivating sympathy for the “American way of life” in Germany.
At the same time, U.S. service clubs such as the Rotary, Lions, and Kiwanis ini-
tiated German branches that, by holding charity events as forums for local busi-
nessmen, sought to spread the American service ethos abroad.31

The intensification of contacts with the West was also a result of the Ger-
mans’ own initiatives toward restoring foreign relationships. The oversized
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economy, for example, had no choice but to try to resume exporting once again,
although no longer in the accustomed role of master but, rather, in the much
less enviable position of solicitant. During the period of Allied control of firms
through military trustees, tentative contacts began to emerge that might gradu-
ally develop into a kind of cooperation with the turn toward reconstruction
under the influence of the Cold War. The return of European trade promoted
by the European Recovery Program of the Marshall Plan allowed previous work-
ing relationships to be resumed, which could also be used to reclaim old mar-
kets. To be sure, the numerous negotiations occurred under changed political
circumstances, and painful memories of German crimes still had to be overcome.
Nevertheless, the accompanying trips to the West broadened the horizons of
most managers, rewarded truly cooperative behavior, and, as a byproduct, fos-
tered a gradual internationalization of German business style.32

Young people in particular were fascinated by the West and sought to es-
cape the narrow confines of Germany by getting to know their neighboring
countries. Thus offers from Protestant and Catholic clergy for religious recon-
ciliation meetings, especially in the border regions, proved quite popular among
them. In the early 1950s, some of the more daring teachers organized the first
field trips abroad, which, to name just one example, took a busload of high school
girls from Krefeld to the South of France to expand their language skills, become
acquainted with the Provence, and reduce national prejudices through actual
human contacts. Likewise, international youth organizations started once again
to invite German delegations to their meetings. In 1957 the Boy Scouts asked
German representatives to participate in the fiftieth anniversary celebration of
their founding in England, where they even got the chance to gaze at the British
royal couple.33 Of course, many youths, no matter how innocent they may have
felt, would be reminded of their Germanness by the sometimes negative reac-
tions of their hosts. But through friendly behavior, they could still work to over-
come old hostilities and, in so doing, contribute to the emergence of a European
sense of community.

The travel wave that began in the 1950s also fostered internationalization,
as it led many Germans to associate foreign countries with vacation, diversion,
and relaxation. At first in trains or buses, then in their own private cars, and
eventually in airplanes, West German citizens flocked to the neighboring lands
to the west and south, since the iron curtain blocked off traditional eastern
vacation spots. The “second German invasion” of Holland by 200,000 tourists
during the Easter holiday of 1954 sparked ironic commentaries that drew on
clichés from the Second World War. Industrious shopkeepers, however, certainly
did not mind taking the DMs that tourists spent on “tulip bulbs, porcelain wind-
mills, silver spoons, butter, tea, and cognac.” Two Danish journalists, disguised
as Germans, experienced a “veritable march of triumph, even though we took
great pains to break every parking ban.” Even when tactless behavior reactivated
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older resentments, German visitors were for the most part surprisingly welcome:
“We had the feeling that we had been missed for ten years.”34 For those tourists
who managed to break out of their own cultural umbrella, these trips offered
an opportunity to broaden their horizons, be it through cultural studies or by
getting to know foreign ways of daily life.

Such diverse contacts opened the door for Western styles of thought and
patterns of behavior that seemed increasingly worthy of imitation at both the
material and nonmaterial levels. The interest in the East, in contrast, remained
more limited, since the areas of contact with the Soviet Union were smaller, en-
counters were more strictly controlled, and language barriers hindered commu-
nication. Once the Red Army had been sequestered in its barracks, the East German
populace had little to do with Russian soldiers. Moreover, the various delegations
that traveled to the Soviet Union to study for the most part consisted only of con-
vinced members of the SED.35 In comparison, the West possessed a whole range
of attractions: France and Italy offered a pleasing climate and inspiring manifes-
tations of high culture, while England demonstrated forms of a civilized lifestyle
and a youth culture characterized by the Beatles and miniskirts. Most of all, the
United States displayed impressive examples of military power, political influence,
and economic success, not to mention a consumer-oriented popular culture. Since
most encounters tended to reduce mutually held prejudices, these experiences of
getting to know each other created a psychological foundation for the Germans’
gradual turn toward the West in the postwar decades.36

Political Bonding

Tying West German politics to the West was not an automatic consequence of
positive contacts, however, but the result of a series of controversial choices
between the two different blueprints offered by the competing victors. To be sure,
Konrad Adenauer, the doyen of the emerging CDU, already avowed his Western
leanings in March 1946: “[I am] and remain a German, but also feel like a Euro-
pean and thus lend [my] support to an understanding among and the develop-
ment of a United States of Europe.” At the same time, Kurt Schumacher, the
chairman of the SPD in the Western Zone who had himself been disabled in
the war, struck a stronger national chord: “Social Democracy is not, however,
the party of the Russian or the British, the French or the American workers, but
rather of the German worker.” Even more radical socialists like Max Fechner
pleaded for closer cooperation between the Socialist Unity Party, which was soon
to be founded, and the “three-time victor” of history, the Soviet Union.37 Only
after fierce disputes between the representatives of Eastern alignment, the pro-
ponents of national neutrality, and the advocates of a turn toward the West was
the latter course able to prevail.
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The starting point for this political reorientation was the westward shift of
German territory through the implementation of the Potsdam decisions in the
aftermath the Second World War. However traumatic the flight and expulsion of
12.5 million people had been, the loss of the former eastern territories, caused by
the Russians’ annexation of part of Prussia and the westward relocation of Po-
land into the rest of East Prussia, Pomerania, part of Brandenburg, and Silesia
actually liberated postwar development from the influence of the East Elbian Junk-
ers who had contributed to the Nazi seizure of power. The subsequent transfor-
mation of the central German area into “East Germany” and its separation by the
iron curtain forced the West Germans to reorient themselves to the neighboring
countries to the west for contact, commerce, and cooperation. By so doing, they
were able to develop their own liberal traditions more freely, to deepen cultural
and economic relations to France and England, and slowly to begin thinking of
themselves as an “integral part of Western Europe.” The political scientist Rich-
ard Löwenthal therefore considered the Federal Republic that emerged out of these
territorial changes as “the most western Germany that has been for centuries,”
because in it a “civic way of life [could evolve] in a western spirit.”38

During the first postwar decade, the diffuse concept of a “Christian Occident,”
which dominated speeches of middle-class politicians, offered an ideological
rationale for Westernization. During the Cold War the term’s anti-Turkish reso-
nance actually proved advantageous, since it fit mutatis mutandis into the anti-
Communist crusader mentality of the period. Particularly in the Catholic districts
of the south and west it evoked the memory of a Latin-based European culture
of the Middle Ages that might perhaps be reconstructed once again through
cooperation with France and Italy. Nevertheless, the slogan also left room for
some conservative Protestants, as it encompassed the cultural tradition first
inspired by the Ancient Greeks. By returning to the fundamental ethical values
that had been so heavily damaged by National Socialism, the “Christian Occi-
dent” became a bridge between disillusioned neoconservatives and the religiously
faithful who were hoping for a re-Christianization of Europe. With its stress on
the transnational community of values, this formula seemed to facilitate a spiri-
tual reintegration of German culture into a conservatively understood West. The
call for human dignity and a “return to the foundations of the Christian culture
of the West” thus assumed a prominent place in the platforms of the CDU.39

In the more liberal, Protestant districts of northern Germany, rather, it was
the aura of Anglo-American civilization that shaped the concept of a progres-
sive West. The British occupation of the Ruhr valley under the auspices of a Labor
government played an important part, but greater material resources made it
clear that the United States had become the leading Western power. Due to an
inflated sense of high culture, the educated initially remained skeptical of the tech-
nical superiority of American civilization, if only because they did not want to lose
their self-respect. It was thus a minority of progressive intellectuals, practical busi-
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nessmen, convinced democrats, and disoriented youths who were attracted by the
experimental art, economic dynamism, communal self-government, and hot
rhythms of the United States. Only with increased transatlantic travel and the
gradual introduction of American Studies into the university curriculum did
fragmentary images of the United States begin coalesce into a more coherent
picture.40 The concept of the West as a community of nations with “the same
views on the state, the individual, freedom, and property” thus merged quite
contradictory notions of the Occident and America.41

In spite of countless horror stories, the Soviet model also exerted consider-
able attraction—not only in East Germany due to the unavoidable presence of
the Red Army, but also in some working-class circles in the West. Even mem-
bers of the battered elite—like the captured officers of the National Committee
for a Free Germany, who were impressed by the Russian people’s willingness to
sacrifice—could draw on memories of the brotherhood in arms that Prussia once
shared with the czarist empire. Most of all, the activists of the workers’ move-
ment, who considered the merger of the KPD and the SPD long overdue, hoped
that Stalin’s success with industrialization and collectivization could be repli-
cated so as to build a socialist state in Germany as well. Anti-Fascist intellectu-
als, such as the Jewish scholar of Romance literature and bourgeois democrat
Victor Klemperer, were willing to overlook the excesses and mistakes of Rus-
sian occupation, since the Communists promised the most decisive break with
the past: “They alone pressed for a truly radical suppression of the Nazis,” he
noted tersely in his diary.42 Because of the resonance of the “anti-Fascist unity
front” in some spheres of the populace, an eastern bond to the Soviet Union
was not entirely out of the question either.

In the “political vacuum” of the postwar period, however, the impression
made by the actual policy of the individual occupation powers ultimately deter-
mined the allegiance of the Germans. To be sure, the implication of collective
guilt at the Nuremberg trials, the bureaucratic character of denazification, the
clumsy attempts at reeducation, and the punitive attitude of some U.S. politi-
cians chagrined many people.43 But speaking at Stuttgart in September 1946,
Secretary of State James F. Byrnes pushed open a “gate of hope” by pointing out
to “the Germans, as a friend and helper, the way to a new life.” The inclusion of
West Germany in the European Recovery Program also had a positive effect, since
the Marshall Plan placed economic reconstruction in a European context and
thereby hastened the recombination of the Western occupation zones into a
larger entity, jokingly called “Trizonia”—the future Federal Republic. Finally,
the Berlin airlift that was primarily accomplished by American airplanes also
sent an encouraging signal of support. The technological feat of supplying over
2 million people in the western part of Berlin with food and other necessities
for eleven months offered tangible proof “that the Americans would not leave
the Germans in the lurch.”44
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In contrast, many Soviet actions had a chilling effect, and the growing dis-
crepancy between SED propaganda and East German reality undermined the cred-
ibility of Communism. Even though the claim of “deliverance by the Red Army”
was not entirely without merit, the populace remembered its savagery most of all.
“I can’t count all of the people who were beaten, shot, or dragged away by the
Russians, never to be seen again.” While many nominal Nazis were disillusioned
with Hitler, they soon grew tired of the exaggerations of the Stalin cult, which trans-
formed the Generalissimo of the Soviet Union into a hero who united “wisdom
with boldness, [and] precise scientific calculation with unflagging courage.”45 Some
“sections of the populace began to join the German Communist Party (KPD) in
the hope of [gaining] certain advantages,” but other people withdrew from pub-
lic life, because “they no longer trusted their own friends and relatives.” While
many “new peasants” and workers welcomed the expropriation of the large land-
owners and industrialists, the posting of single candidate lists after the disappoint-
ing SED showing in the 1946–1947 elections effectively spelled the end of freedom
of opinion. It thus became increasingly clear to East German citizens that they
had exchanged one dictatorship for another. As one disappointed old Commu-
nist put it: “And that’s what we’ve fought for!”46

The West German Basic Law that emerged in this highly charged atmosphere
was thus a compromise between reviving Germany’s own constitutional tradi-
tions and importing new models from the West. The London declaration of the
Western Allies did, of course, establish a certain framework for federalism, basic
rights, and the realignment of the states that was reinforced by official interven-
tions and informal contacts. But members of the Parliamentary Council were
sufficiently familiar with German parliamentary history to be able to preserve
its positive aspects while at the same time avoiding the chief mistakes of the
Weimar Republic, such as the splintering of the parties and the granting of
emergency powers to the president. Moreover, strong personalities such as
Ludwig Bergsträsser (SPD), Hermann von Mangoldt (CDU), Anton Pfeiffer
(Christian Social Union or CSU), and Rudolf Katz (SPD) were well enough
versed in Western varieties of parliamentary government so that, with help from
Konrad Adenauer as well as Carlo Schmidt, they could offer positive solutions
to difficult problems. Even though it lacked a senate, a powerful president, and
plebiscitary elements, the Basic Law made a considerable contribution to West-
ernization because it combined German traditions of self-government, such as
a professional bureaucracy and federalism, with Western concepts of basic rights
and constitutional courts.47

Discussions on an East German constitution also strove to create the ap-
pearance of German control so as to conceal the already ongoing process of
Sovietization. The KPD program of June 1945 promised the “creation of demo-
cratic rights and freedoms of the people” and the founding manifesto of the SED
in early 1946 merely mentioned an “anti-Fascist democratic republic” as a goal.
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Drawing on Weimar ideas, the “Draft Constitution for the German Democratic
Republic” of November 1946 stressed “the unity of the nation, social progress,
and the safeguarding of freedom” as its guiding principles.48 But outside of
Communist circles, the attempt to win the Western workforce for a socialist
republic through a nationwide signature campaign for a “referendum for Ger-
man unity” met with little success. While calls for a “purge of Nazi activists,”
“democratic land reform,” “the expropriation of war and Nazi criminals,” as
well as economic planning were no doubt popular in the West, they were dis-
credited by the repressive policies of the SED and the Soviet Union in the East.
The People’s Congress movement therefore remained largely limited to the
Soviet Zone, even if the first constitution in the GDR did not adequately reflect
the extent to which social change had progressed in the direction of the Soviet
model.49

Despite some setbacks, Adenauer’s policy of cooperation with the Western
Allies was on the whole sufficiently successful to convince a skeptical electorate
that closer cooperation with the West would bring more tangible benefits. Al-
ready the occupation statute of early 1949 helped strengthen German self-rule
and treated the rights reserved by the Allies as limited in time. The chancellor
could use the leeway, created by the Petersberg Accords, to constitute the Fed-
eral Republic as a surrogate state for a Germany that would be reunited in the
future and to work toward a rapid “regaining of sovereignty.” The “gradual re-
entry into the community of the free peoples of Europe” made possible an early
lifting of occupation controls, membership in European organizations, and the
restoration of a certain freedom of action.50 Even though the maximum demands
put forward by nationalists time and again endangered the practice of “trustful
cooperation,” signs of progress such as the end of a state of war with the United
States were undeniable. The “agreement on the German-Allied General Treaty”
was thus a success of Adenauer’s “steadiness and tenacity.” In comparison with
the lengthy struggle over revising the Versailles settlement after World War I,
formal equality was achieved much more quickly after the Second World War.51

In contrast, resistance to the Schuman Plan for the creation of a coal and
steel community was considerably stronger as it involved the first concrete step
toward a “supranational” union of West European states. Adenauer tirelessly
advocated the advantages of the Europeanization of coal and steel production,
arguing that it would not only end the unilateral Allied control over the Ruhr
valley and constraints on industry but also establish “a peaceful relationship
between France and Germany for the long run.” Though the German Trade
Union Federation (DGB) accepted the European Coal and Steel Community
(ECSC), the SPD continued to polemicize against the “weakening of the Ger-
man economy,” the “dictatorship” of ECSC authority, and the creation of a
“truncated Europe” without England and Scandinavia that such a union would
bring about.52 The SED rejected this “war plan” still more emphatically by
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inciting West German coal miners to go on a mass strike. The FRG government,
however, remained undeterred and even extended the plan by adding institu-
tions such as a ministerial council, a parliamentary assembly, and a high court
as kernels of further integration. In the end, the government prevailed in the
debates of the Federal Diet, since it was able to portray the Coal and Steel Com-
munity as an end to discrimination and a step toward Europe’s “economic and
political recovery.”53

Above all, the lack of feasible alternatives in a reunification policy offered by
nationalist and social democratic circles contributed to the consolidation of com-
mitment to the West. Since Bonn rejected “a Communist dictatorship for all of
Germany” just as much as East Berlin refused the expansion of democracy to the
GDR, demands for “free elections” or a “peace treaty” on a confederative basis
cancelled each other out.54 When the Soviet note of early 1952 seemed to offer a
glimmer of hope, the nationally oriented left-wing Protestant Gustav Heinemann
claimed that “whoever wants reunification must give up the commitment to the
West.” But Adenauer was unwilling to reverse his course: “German reunification
is possible neither through our own efforts alone nor with Russian support, but
only with the assistance of the three western powers.” The goal of his policy was
“the recovery of German unity in freedom—a status that will never be achieved
through a so-called neutralization.” Although Schumacher continued to insist on
the primacy of reunification, the government and populace considered the risk of
unprotected neutrality during the Cold War too great, especially in light of the
progress that had already been made toward Western integration.55

The surprising East German workers’ revolt of June 17, 1953, further discred-
ited nationalist reservations against cooperation with the West, because it pro-
voked Soviet military intervention to keep the tottering SED in power. The
spontaneous protests of construction workers on East Berlin’s Stalin-Boulevard,
of all places, against the raising of their work quotas spread quickly throughout
the republic, becoming a general “rebellion against the SED regime.” Choruses
of demonstrating workers called for “free and secret elections, the repeal of the
mandated quota increases, and the removal of members of the government re-
sponsible for the deplorable state of affairs.”56 These demands turned a limited
labor conflict into a political revolt that signaled nothing less than “the moral
bankruptcy of the SED system in the Soviet zone.” Since the surprised party
members lacked confidence in their police force, the Red Army had to inter-
vene with tanks to restore order. The attempt by the party newspaper Neues
Deutschland to disqualify the revolt as a “fascist adventure” thus did not have
its desired effect. Because the Russian tanks had destroyed “the myth of the
workers’ party,” the Bonn government could feel validated by its policy of “doing
everything to unite Germany in peace and freedom.”57

By the mid-1950s, integration into the West had proceeded so far that the
Federal Republic could cope with the rejection of the European Defense Com-
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munity (EDC) and gain entry into NATO instead. Since a national army “was
not compatible with the spirit and purpose of European union,” the govern-
ment had supported the proposal of military cooperation until Gaullists and
Communists rejected this solution in the French National Assembly. A disap-
pointed Adenauer nonetheless told the cabinet that “the European policy, pur-
sued till now, must be maintained,” and he proposed membership in the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization as an alternative to the defunct EDC.58 Believing
that “a wave of protest and resistance would sweep the populace,” the opposi-
tion put up a strong fight against the ratification of the Paris treaties. In a dra-
matic rally in the Frankfurt Paulskirche on January 29, 1955, the chairman of the
SPD, Erich Ollenhauer, supported by intellectuals such as the theologian Helmut
Gollwitzer, accused the government of contributing to the “petrification of the
division” and the “separation of the Saar.” To counteract the rising calls for a
referendum, Adenauer emphasized the responsibility of the elected parliament
and the benefits of a “restoration of German sovereignty.”59 In the Federal Diet,
the government managed to push through the treaties “with a strong major-
ity,” since a mere hope for Soviet concessions could not trump the real security
offered by Western integration.60

Surprisingly enough, the Rome treaties that proposed a European Economic
Community were not nearly as contested, even if many of their details were roundly
criticized. Jean Monnet’s idea of relaunching European integration “through the
construction of common institutions, the gradual fusion of national economies,
[and] the creation of a common market” encountered much sympathy in Bonn.
The benefits of the compromise, which envisioned expanded sales of German
industrial products in return for French agricultural subsidies, nuclear coopera-
tion, and colonial preferences, were obvious to all. Because the SPD, chastened by
electoral defeats, decided to agree in principle, objections now came from com-
mercial circles and the FDP, which, preferring a free-trade zone that would in-
clude Britain, rejected “the high purchase price for Europe.” To counter the claim
of “many small mistakes” in the treaty, the government pointed to the acceptance
of numerous German requests such as the Berlin proviso and the treatment of
intra-German commerce as domestic trade. The Belgian foreign minister Henri
Spaak was thus able to welcome the signing of the treaties as the “greatest volun-
tary and organized transformation in the history of Europe.”61

Only with passage of the Godesberg Program of the SPD, which reversed
the course of the largest opposition party, did the commitment to the West
became fully accepted in the domestic politics of the FRG. The priority of re-
unification and negotiations with the Soviet Union, which had been continued
from Schumacher’s early death, through the chairmanship of Ollenhauer, up
to the Plan for Germany of 1959, had not been sufficiently honored by either the
Russian government or the West German voters. Toward the end of the 1950s,
therefore, a group of younger foreign policy experts such as Fritz Erler, Willy
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Brandt, and Helmut Schmidt attempted to lead their party slowly away from its
fixation on the East, which had proved to be a dead end. Despite sharp warn-
ings from the SED against such a “capitulation,” in November 1959 the SPD’s
special party congress under the aegis of Herbert Wehner abandoned many
“obsolete doctrines” by accepting the market economy as a reality and embrac-
ing the “protection of the liberal-democratic order,” thereby supporting the
armed defense of the country. While the SPD continued to prefer a “European
zone of détente,” Western integration had become so pervasive by this point that
it no longer aroused any controversy as such.62

As tensions erupted within the alliance during the early 1960s, a new dis-
pute arose about which “West” the Federal Republic actually ought to emulate.
A group of self-proclaimed “Atlanticists” sought close cooperation with the
United States and England, an idea that had already been promoted by such
different leaders as U.S. President Teddy Roosevelt, British politician Austin
Chamberlain, and German Kaiser William II but had never been truly realized.
Interest in Anglo-American free-trade concepts could be found primarily in
commercial circles and corporate managers who saw in them a way to operate
in the international market without restrictions. Members of the military, se-
curity experts, and armaments lobbyists also looked to Washington because of
the superiority of its conventional weapons tested in the Korean War, the need
for its nuclear umbrella against the Russian threat, and the strong political will
for defense. Liberal thinkers were able to invoke the congruence of values be-
tween the U.S. constitutional tradition and the German “liberal-democratic
order.” The problem with the Atlantic orientation, however, was the fluctua-
tion of an American foreign policy, heavily influenced by domestic politics,
between John Foster Dulles’s “roll-back” and President Kennedy’s search for
détente.63

The “Gaullists,” who sought a stronger orientation toward Germany’s con-
tinental neighbor France, took the opposite tack. This partnership harkened back
to the cooperation between former Foreign Ministers Aristide Briand and Gustav
Stresemann in the 1920s, which had been continued even under Ambassador
Otto Abetz during the Vichy regime, albeit in a more problematic vein. Cul-
tural affinities in West Germany, which for centuries had been influenced by
France’s literature, cultivated lifestyle, and legal system (the Code Napoléon),
spoke in favor of a closer relationship to Paris. The “politics of reconciliation,”
however, had to overcome the tension over the return of the Saarland to the
Federal Republic through a referendum in 1956. When a military putsch of 1958
brought Charles de Gaulle to power, the presidential system of the Fifth Repub-
lic also finally stabilized the political scene in Paris. In contrast to some of his
predecessors, the general was a statesman who thought in historical terms and,
largely out of resentment for having been ignored during his wartime exile, strove
for greater independence from the United States.64 But the difficulty of looking
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to Paris for support derived from its limited military power which, despite the
nuclear force de frappe, hardly sufficed for genuine protection against the East.

The political alternatives represented by the Atlanticists and Gaullists trig-
gered sharp conflicts during the end of the Adenauer era. Despite successful state
visits to Washington and friendships to some Americans, the aging chancellor
never quite understood the New World but always felt closer to the old Euro-
pean neighbor and instinctively sympathized with his partner, de Gaulle.65 On
the one hand, the young Turks in the CSU, the Bavarian sister party of the CDU,
such as Franz Joseph Strauß and Freiherr zu Guttenberg, believed that coop-
eration with Paris offered a better chance for further emancipation and the ac-
quisition of nuclear weapons for Germany. On the other hand, the Protestant
wing of the CDU in North Germany, led by Foreign Minister Gerhard Schröder
and Defense Minister Kai Uwe von Hassel, was more disposed to an Atlantic
orientation. For the 1963 Elysée Treaty, which was supposed to seal Franco-
German friendship and strengthen practical cooperation, the Atlanticists insisted
on a preamble, containing language that would prevent any weakening of trans-
atlantic cooperation.66 The Gaullists took revenge for this defeat by eventually
helping to engineer the fall of Adenauer’s successor Ludwig Erhard who, despite
his Atlanticist leanings, had been humiliated by President Lyndon Johnson.67

In the long run, these quarrels only proved that a successful Western policy re-
quired both friendship with France and attachment to America.

The ideological justification for Western integration was furnished by a
sturdy anti-Communism that united both bourgeois conservatives and social
democrats in common defense against the East. To dramatize the threat of to-
talitarianism, articles in the press claimed that “an unimaginable terror rages
over the eighteen million Germans in the Soviet Zone,” coordinated by a “seam-
less network” of secret services, SED organizations, and seemingly harmless social
groups. West German government agencies and private organizations such as
the “Action Committee against the Fifth Column” warned against the penetra-
tion of the Federal Republic by some 200 “Communist front organizations.”
They alleged that peace groups in particular were “steered and financed by Com-
munists,” while the West German Communist Party was dominated by “remote-
controlled apparatchiks.”68 Various Western organizations such as the Task
Force against Inhumanity, the Federation of Free Jurists, and the Eastern Office
of the SPD thus attempted to smuggle their own anti-Communist pamphlets
into the GDR. At the same time, the federal government decided “to consider
the KPD as unconstitutional” and to apply for its ban on the basis of Article 21
of the Basic Law.69

The GDR’s chief argument for closer ties to the Soviet Union drew on a
heroic notion of anti-Fascist resistance that employed the victory over Hitler as
a kind of moral capital. The socioeconomic interpretation of National Social-
ism as the most advanced form of monopoly capitalism facilitated the claim that
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fascism lived on in the bourgeois Federal Republic and that American NATO
generals were no different than the SS. Crude claims offered by the SED propa-
ganda machine—such as the “inhumane and criminal” dropping of potato beetles
from American airplanes, the charge that “Adenauer is the murderer” who was
preparing a third world war, and the slandering of the Federal Republic as a
“police state”—were designed to hold its own population in check.70 At the same
time, purportedly independent organizations such as the Working Group for
German Understanding published appeals against the Western approval of the
Schuman Plan, the signing of the General Treaty, the plans of the EDC, and the
like. To prevent a lasting integration into the West, the SED leadership tried to
appeal to West German nationalism with the help of a broad signature campaign,
advocating a peace treaty.71

The Cold War confrontation demanded that the Germans make a clear
choice, both at home and abroad, for either “the free world” or “the socialist
camp.” The GDR saw itself as an attempt to realize “a broadened version of
democracy” and thus attacked the West for supposedly having “accepted the
[legal] succession of the brown monster,” the Third Reich. The FRG, in con-
trast, feared the “aggressive and imperialistic designs of the Soviet bloc” and
claimed that it was the “champion of a liberal democratic concept of govern-
ment that has arisen out of Christianity and has found its values in a rule of law
of a democracy.” Of these two mutually exclusive conceptions, the Western
variant found more resonance in the long term, since it seemed closer to reality
and more open to life’s opportunities. A tabulation of the Task Force against
Inhumanity therefore tried to illustrate the respective “attractiveness of the West
and the East” with the following numbers of migrants: Between 1950 and Sep-
tember 1954, 1,584,000 people moved from the East to the West, while only
164,000 went in the opposite direction.72 The pamphlet argued that the West
thus proved to be almost ten times more attractive.

Popular Americanization

Yet another important component of the turn Westward was the Americaniza-
tion of large parts of popular culture and mass consumption in Germany. In
this case, the controversial concept is entirely appropriate, since a concrete, tan-
gible American influence rather than just a general manifestation of modern-
ization was involved. Because many of these new developments first came from
the United States, this process was at the time already intensely discussed under
the heading of “Americanization.”73 This influence, however, was by no means
a sure-fire success or only one part of the general adoption of American styles,
substance, and behaviors around the globe. Instead, the deeper imprint on Ger-
many was the result of a unique postwar constellation that encouraged such a
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fundamental cultural transformation: On the one hand, the policy of the occu-
pation powers sought a “reorientation” that would operate on the basis of its
own model and support its own cultural products commercially. On the other
hand, disillusioned German youths were extraordinarily open to foreign offer-
ings, thirsting for contacts with the outside world, and therefore they ignored
the warnings against Western decadence that were coming from the conserva-
tive guardians of tradition.74

Initially American cultural officials concentrated on the transmission of high
culture so as to overcome inherited notions of German cultural superiority. Its chief
instruments were the several dozen “America Houses,” which in the larger cities
offered a rich selection of U.S. newspapers, journals, and books that would help
curious Germans quench their thirst for information. Typical of their political
message was the celebration of America by the poet Stephen Vincent Benet: “There
is a land of hope, a land of freedom. There is a land in which the most different
kinds of people live, descendants of all peoples of this earth living together under
the same big sky.”75 Especially appealing were novels by Ernest Hemingway, Wil-
liam Saroyan, and others that furnished a key to understanding this land of con-
tradictions, as well as art exhibits that brought back masterpieces of modernism
from their exile in the United States. Attempts to convey the work of classical com-
posers like Aaron Copeland and dramatists such as Thornton Wilder, however,
proved more difficult. But when reading Nathaniel Hawthorne, one young English
major noted enthusiastically: “Finally, [this is] another America than the one we’re
used to from the U.S. newspapers, journals, and the occupiers.”76

In one area in particular these intellectual efforts were surprisingly success-
ful—namely, in establishing the discipline of political science in the universi-
ties during the 1950s as a U.S.-oriented “science of democracy.” The occupation
powers pressed for the resumption of this interrupted tradition in order to pro-
vide a kind of “driver’s education for politics” that would nourish a more broadly
based political education. The founding fathers of the new discipline, including
Theodor Eschenburg and Eugen Kogon, were decided democrats who had been
trained as jurists, historians, and journalists. Returning emigrants from the
United States also played an important part in establishing the new discipline;
these included the conservative Arnold Bergsträsser in Freiburg, who strove
to develop a scholarly basis for responsible citizenship, and the liberal Ernst
Fraenkel at the Free University of Berlin, the author of a brilliant analysis of the
dual character of the Nazi dictatorship who wanted to see German democracy
follow Western models. With the methodological turn of the second generation
toward behavioral science and quantification, the social sciences reclaimed their
connection to the international standards established by American researchers
and continued to serve as conduits of Western ideals.77

The influence of American popular culture such as comic books, which in
the 1950s began to replace traditional children’s literature, nonetheless reached
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a wider public in the long run. Fantasy novels, especially those written by Karl
May, rather than the realistic portrayals of authors such as Friedrich Gerstäcker,
had already contributed to a fascination for Indians among youths who roman-
ticized native Americans as “noble savages.”78 This facilitated the shift in reading
interest from combat magazines, which glorified the heroism of the overmatched
Wehrmacht, to cowboy stories, based on the movie adventures of Tom Mix and
other purported heroes of the wild west, which were especially appealing, because
one could identify with their characters without any pangs of conscience. At the
same time, translations of the cartoon adventures of Mickey Mouse, Tarzan, and
Superman began to appear, all of which proved popular with youngsters, even if
their style of word balloons and sound imitations seemed strange at first. Although
pedagogues complained that “youth has no serious interests [and] satisfies its
educational needs with ‘comic strips,’” they had nothing that could even come
close to matching the colorful offerings of the Americans.79

The influx of American entertainment music had an even more dramatic
effect, since it, more than anything else, ignited acrimonious conflicts between
the generations. The cult of swing music had already served as a form of youth
protest against the Nazi dictatorship, and during the postwar period university
students in particular were interested in jazz as an authentic expression of the
elemental musicality of suppressed blacks in North America.80 Rock music,
which in the mid-1950s began to be broadcast by Allied stations such as the
Armed Forces Network (AFN) and Radio in the American Sector (RIAS), reached
a substantially larger audience, since its powerful beat and simple, electronically
amplified melodies appealed especially to working-class youth. Alarmed adults
saw in the suggestive gyrations of Elvis Presley an unrestrained sexuality, while
journalists reported on the “mass hysteria” and teenage brawls unleashed by his
and similar artists’ music. Indeed, to many critics the entire Christian West
seemed suddenly in danger. But there was no escaping when “rowdies” in jeans
and petticoats wailed “Hey Barbariba” or other nonsense refrains. How could
one protest against the supposedly negative influence of the Western superpower
whose protection against the Communist threat was so desperately needed? In
the Federal Republic, Cold War liberals eventually did cool down these passions,
but in the East the narrow-minded struggle against this “boogie-woogie culture”
continued.81

Most unsettling were the temptations of the Hollywood films that had
flooded the cinemas since the late 1940s, as they seemed to purvey dangerous
ideals. The public was fascinated by U.S. movies, especially when they were pro-
duced by emigrants such as Billy Wilder, because they were technically superior
to domestic films and depicted a dream world, untouched by war, that offered
a sugarcoated view of American reality. The U.S. marketing cartel’s offensive to
carve up the German media market, actually financed by Washington as part of
its information policy, contributed to the quashing of German competition.82
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On one weekend, for instance, West Berlin cinemas showed no fewer than twenty
American flicks, including “Cowboy Gangsters, Bandits of Corsica, Tarzan and
the She-Devil, Bitter Creek, Fuzzy the Gunslinger, The Creature from the Black
Lagoon, Arms Runner, or Satan’s Cradle.” A Protestant youth newspaper in-
veighed against such “racy adventure films,” arguing that “tolerating them has
nothing at all to do with protecting freedom,” although German Heimat mov-
ies that romanticized nature and village life were hardly any better. The CDU
demanded that youth be sheltered from the “powerful and often bewildering
effects of film and other aspects of the amusement industry,” but raising the age
limit for cinemas to eighteen years failed to break the attraction of the Holly-
wood films.83

The transmission of new patterns of mass consumption also reinforced the
tendency toward Americanization in German society. During the occupation,
“chocolate, coffee, and cigarettes” in particular were “highly desirable articles,”
so that “Luckies” became proverbial and the range of goods in the soldiers’ PX
stores seemed like paradise to the defeated population. Young women in par-
ticular, wanting to look their best for the GIs, yearned for imported cosmetics,
nylon stockings, and more fashionable clothes, leading surprised American re-
porters to speak of a “Fräulein-miracle.”84 Along with rock music and cowboy
films, novel fashions such as studded jeans and petticoats, as well as greased
ducktail and bobbed hairdos, appeared on the scene, which were immediately
imitated by the thousand. Since “blue jeans” were initially forbidden in many
schools (and for much longer in the GDR), they became a cult object for young
men who longed to express their independence from conventions, without,
however, realizing that they were also falling victim to a commercial trend.85 Even
businessmen signaled their growing sophistication and cosmopolitanism by
drinking scotch or bourbon and donning American business suits, trying to act
like the characters in Hollywood films.

The continued improvement of living conditions during the 1960s also led
to the acquisition of durable consumer goods that, as in America, were to be
paid off over time. Growing prosperity first enabled the modernization of the
household through the purchase of vacuum cleaners, electric ovens, and, above
all, refrigerators, which were supposed to liberate housewives from the daily
burden of grocery shopping. With the acquisition of a radio and a record player,
and later a black-and-white television, an entertainment revolution then took
place in the living room, that was eventually also complemented by the telephone.
Moreover, on the streets the motorization of transportation gathered speed,
starting with the moped and motorcycle, proceeding to the motor scooter and
minicar (Isetta, Goggomobil), and finally extending to real automobiles such
as the VW Beetle. As a result, comforts of daily life that previously had been
reserved for the upper strata became accessible to more and more ordinary
people, forcing elites to counter this “social leveling” through a distinction in
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style and quality.86 Although many appliances were actually designed by Ger-
man engineers, they spread according to images of affluence derived from the
“American way of life.”

The skyrocketing demand for consumer goods was also propelled by meth-
ods of manufacturing and distribution that underwent a fundamental Ameri-
canization. Through American subsidiaries, study in the United States, and
advanced training seminars, modern management techniques began to take root,
placing greater weight on competition and profit. In addition, the franchise
system also gained acceptance, with individual merchants merging into chains
wherever possible so as to purchase at lower cost and advertise more effectively.
The grocery trade in particular, but also department stores, adopted new forms
of self-service so that “king customer” could pick out products himself without
having to rely on the help of often unwilling salesgirls. Moreover, advertisements
became flashier and more aggressive. Rather than providing information about
the advantages of the product in long, tedious texts, their pithy slogans such as
“Take a break, drink Coca-Cola” intimated a modern lifestyle. Even German
firms therefore began using English labels such as “happy end make-up” as a
way of suggesting an aura of worldliness. Since it helped to overcome lifestyle
differences with Western neighbors, it is “possible, indeed probable, that the
evolution toward a consumer society in the Federal Republic promoted the civi-
lization of Germany.”87

Ironically, even the antimaterialist protest culture of the student movement
borrowed from the model furnished by the American civil rights movement.
Although the United States, due to the Vietnam war, represented the chief im-
perialist enemy, some activists such as Daniel Cohn-Bendit had nonetheless
studied there, while others, like Rudi Dutschke, were married to Americans.
Their inspiration was Martin Luther King’s strategy of nonviolent protest against
unjust laws that had proven so effective in exposing racial discrimination in the
American South. Students also rapidly adopted protest techniques like the “sit-
in” and “teach-in” from campuses like Berkeley and Wisconsin in order to stage
an endless seminar, discussing the pros and cons of American military inter-
vention in Southeast Asia. Likewise, the antiauthoritarian forms of the hippie
subculture quickly made their way to Berlin, Frankfurt, Hamburg, and other
cities, since the protest songs of Joan Baez, the long hair and bell-bottom trou-
sers of the flower children, and the sexual experimentation and drug use in
Haight-Ashbury symbolized a new kind of freedom. Stimulated by these and
other developments from the outside, the strategy of “direct action” and “lim-
ited breach of laws” emerged in the German context as a way of unmasking re-
pression, both real and imagined.88

Fragmentary evidence suggests that the transmission of the Soviet model
to an East German population under stricter political control appears to have
remained rather limited by comparison. Only an educated minority was inter-
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ested in “the culture of the Soviet Union,” which on official occasions was offered
as Russian literature, classical music, or ballet. While the broader public grew
accustomed to the heroic propaganda films, depicting the construction of so-
cialism, intellectuals were more interested in signs of a realistic debate about the
problems of Stalinism during the thaw. To be sure, the successes of the Soviet
space program impressed young people with an interest in technology, since
Sputnik seemed to prove socialism’s ability to succeed in the future. In addi-
tion, the druschba (friendship) festivals with Soviet delegations, garnished with
Cossack dances or balalaika concerts, did sometimes make positive impressions.
But the heralded German-Soviet friendship had to overcome traditional preju-
dices of cultural superiority while at the same time struggling against repressed
memories of the brutality of the “liberation from Fascism.” The passive resis-
tance against learning Russian, a required subject in school, demonstrated that
the majority of the population ultimately refused to adopt the Soviet cultural
model.89

Despite the official anti-Americanism of the SED, which denounced Wash-
ington as the center of capitalist exploitation and international imperialism, a
subcutaneous Americanization also emerged in the GDR. In Western Christ-
mas packages and hard currency “Intershops,” above all American products
including cigarettes, alcohol, and cosmetics transported the aromas of the wider
world to the East and set the standards for style and quality with which the
country’s own goods could not compete. As East Germans emigrated by means
of their television sets, they marveled at the outside world through American
soap operas like “Dallas” and reruns of old feature films because more realistic
comparisons that travel to the United States would have enabled were denied.
The appeal of rock music, broadcast by Western stations such as Radio Luxem-
burg (RTL) to about one-third of East German youth, was so powerful that
Walter Ulbricht had to authorize a counterprogram of his own, the youth sta-
tion called DT64.90 When East German bands played Western hits, they often
overstepped the bounds of what was permitted, creating a perennial problem
with young “rowdies.” While the Communist Party portrayed the United States
as an oppressor and aggressor, citing internal critics like Angela Davis, attempts
to ban its culture actually led East German citizens to fantasize about America
as an incarnation of a better life.91

Another drastic indication of Americanization was the sharp increase in the
use of Americanisms in the decades after the Second World War. So many words
and phrases were either borrowed directly from English or transposed into
German—particularly in the media, but also in slang—that Federal President
Gustav Heinemann demanded: “The deluge of Americanisms must finally be
pushed back.” On the one hand, the adoption of some military terminology such
as “Jeep” or technical jargon like “personal computer” was probably unavoid-
able.92 On the other hand, this trend was increasingly driven by advertising that
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primarily targeted young people with catchwords that sounded “modern, dy-
namic, young, stylish, vital, [or] sexy.” Ultimately, however, efforts of diverse
groups such as the German Language Association (VDS) to protect the Ger-
man language “against being displaced by English” could do little to hinder
the spread of some 4,600 Americanisms (another list even goes up to 20,000).
Many of the fashionable imports are even incorrect, since in the United States
nobody knows what a “handy,” the German term for a mobile phone, is sup-
posed to be! The frequent borrowing of American words has contributed to
the emergence of a hybrid “New English German,” also sometimes called
“Germlish” or “Denglisch,” that shows better than anything else the extent of
America’s cultural influence at the everyday level.93

Ironically, the spread of anti-Americanism might be considered a further
indicator of Americanization, since only a strong sense of being threatened could
give rise to such virulent protests. To begin with, the defeated German elite
possessed a long tradition of cultural pessimism that abhorred America as deca-
dent, plebeian, corrupted by Jewish influences, and ruled by the rabble. More-
over, Marxist circles also denounced the United States, as one GDR pamphlet
with the title “Ami Go Home!” showed, as a capitalist exploiter, an imperialis-
tic oppressor, and, after 1968, as the author of “consumer terror” or proponent
of “globalization.” Among the motives of this hostility were anger at the harsh-
ness of the occupation and resentment at having lost so much power, as well as
jealousy of American prosperity and disappointment in the gap between U.S.
ideals and actions: “After everything that I’ve learned to this point . . . I’ll say
it straight out that the Americans are the biggest hypocrites.” This hostility
had less to do with the undeniable problems of U.S. society than with Ger-
man struggles that cited the American example to justify their own reservation
against parliamentary government, objection to military deployment, or oppo-
sition to anti-Communism. The United States has come to serve as a convenient
screen upon which a wide range of entirely different critiques of the West could
be projected.94

The Americanization that occurred in the postwar decades was therefore a
lengthy process that affected various areas of society and culture in contradic-
tory ways. The conscious attempt to promote lasting change on the U.S. model,
such as the “new orientation” toward a Western democracy, was, as evidenced
by the frequent complaints of occupation officers, only a partial success. More
effective were German adaptations of popular culture and mass consumption
that occurred not just through direct importations but through parallel develop-
ment of similar trends. During the Cold War, those on the right of the political
spectrum required U.S. protection against the Communist threat but generally
rejected the transmission of American culture, at least until the relationship eased
somewhat under Chancellor Erhard. In contrast, the West German left, which
embraced the more relaxed lifestyle represented by clothing, music, and films,
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protested against Washington’s nuclear weaponry and policies in the Third
World. Between these extremes, however, the majority developed unambigu-
ously positive feelings for America, its democratic system, its dynamic economy,
and its entertainment culture.95 Only in the GDR did there remain a peculiar
ambivalence, in which official hostility collided with private interest.

Contradictions of “De-Germanization”

Since the Second World War—in part by foreign compulsion, and in part by
their own volition—the Germans have shed many of the threatening aspects of
their former appearance. Young people in particular can hardly be distinguished
anymore from their West European neighbors in terms of their casual dress,
cultural habits, food preferences, and body language. On supermarket shelves
many groceries come from abroad, and in upscale specialty stores there are more
international products than ever before. German hosts have an increasingly hard
time finding restaurants that offer “typical German” fare for their foreign guests.
When driving across the country, one is more likely to hear English-language
music on the radio, even if it is played by native bands, than German tunes. Like-
wise, the films shown on commercial television and in movie theaters are for
the most part imported from Hollywood. Moreover, four-fifths of the expres-
sions used on the Internet stem from the United States—the list goes on and
on. Indeed, the changes in lifestyle have been so extensive that the cultural an-
thropologist Hermann Bausinger has asked ironically: “How German are the
Germans?”—one would be tempted to add “still.”96

The gradual formation of a “civil character” through “informalization” sig-
nals the end of the special path between East and West that Germans once so
proudly claimed. Since the Communist alternative, because of the threatening
policies of the Soviet Union, did not seem especially attractive, the Western
model of capitalist democracy was able to overcome considerable reservations
and prevail in the long run. Although not always consciously desired, the re-
sulting Westernization consisted of overlapping processes of positive individual
encounters, attachment to the Western alliance for military protection, and
youthful fascination with American popular culture, all of which mutually con-
ditioned and reinforced each other. Integration into the “West” or the “free
world” demanded fewer drastic changes than cooperation with the egalitarian
East would have entailed, because Germany’s own civic traditions needed only
to be liberated from their nationalist excesses and not abolished altogether
through a social revolution. The result of these changes in values and behavior,
carried out over several decades, was a reorientation of the political culture,
which is sometimes celebrated as the return of a chastened apostate to a com-
mon Western civilization.97
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Interpreting the Westernization of the Federal Republic as an exemplary
success story, however, elides the considerable struggles and problems that were
associated with this transformation. As the traditional anti-Americanism of Leo
Matthias indicates, some conservative circles originally harbored strong reser-
vations against this form of modernization that ironically resurfaced during the
1960s in the leftist polemics of Rolf Winter against American imperialism.98 At
the same time, the “star-pupil syndrome” shown in the defeated nation’s un-
conditional embrace of the parameters set by the respective occupation powers
also bore witness to a widespread opportunism that made many Germans into
accomplices in the division of their own country. Was not the escape from feel-
ings of guilt through a renunciation of previous identity as much proof of re-
pression of memory as it was part of a constructive process of coping with a
problematic past?99 Even if alarmist warnings against the culturally destructive
consequences of turning toward the west turned out to be exaggerated, not all
of the models that were uncritically adopted had a truly positive effect. Their
impact depended entirely on the particular version of the “West” that Germany
had now arrived in.100

The widespread criticism of the dark underside of the “free world” indicates
that even for many of its supporters “the West” was by no means an unproblematic
standard in the postwar period. Did not leading Western countries such as Great
Britain and France have an imperialist past whose evil effects persisted despite
decolonization and was not this imperialism, in fact, indirectly continued by the
United States? Was the West not tarnished by a hideous racism that had justified
slavery and apartheid, and, even after they had been abolished, continued to
foster violence against immigrants? Did capitalist greed unregulated by law not
lead to the exploitation of the workforce, while unbridled competition produced
time and again new economic crises that wrecked the previous advances? Was
mass consumerism itself not a form of compulsory acquisition of endless nov-
elties, whose possession satisfied the consumer less and less, and was popular
culture not a kind of drug, which made people dependent on shallow entertain-
ment in the long run?101 In order not just to exchange their own pathologies for
the problems of their mentors, German intellectuals had to embark on a criti-
cal encounter with the West that would allow them to adopt its positive sides
without taking on its historic liabilities.

The cumulative process of a “normative Westernization” could only suc-
ceed if its advocates oriented themselves on an ideal notion of the West that
encompassed the central values of the American and French Revolutions. The
philosophical point of departure of these liberating ideas was the postulate of
releasing the individual from authoritarian tutelage and affording him greater
opportunities for self-realization. Central to this ideal was therefore a guaran-
tee of the human rights of “freedom, equality, and fraternity,” that was to pre-
vent a relapse into right- or left-wing dictatorships. These lofty notions also
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contained the principle of a civil society based on civic responsibility that pre-
ceded the state and allowed bringing people together in groups to pursue col-
lective goals. Finally, the public sphere that emerged from such initiatives offered
the chance for self-criticism that was lacking in dictatorships and, despite all
ideological prejudices and political missteps, could put the democracies back
on the right path.102 The gradual adoption of this civilizational canon of values
is a historical achievement of the postwar period that ironically has imposed a
new responsibility on the Germans to serve as agents of Westernization in the
current transformation of East Central Europe.
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Arriving at Democracy
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As the country struggled to rebuild, “the great majority of the German people”
succumbed “to [political] apathy.” Observers from the U.S. military gov-

ernment explained the widespread retreat into private life by claiming that the
Germans, suffering “from the consequences of the long Nazi dictatorship and
the impact of the recent total defeat,” were “much too preoccupied with ques-
tions of survival such as food and shelter” to think of anything else. As a result
of such traumatic experiences, “only a minority regarded” a fresh start as an
“opportunity,” while the majority thought of it as an “onerous obligation.”1

Although the idea of democracy, which the Allies promoted with different ac-
cents, seemed to have been tarnished by the Weimar debacle, some intellectuals
—such as the left-leaning Catholic, Walter Dirks—called for a fundamental
renewal of Europe through a “productive utopia,” based on freedom and so-
cialism: “It requires the passionate efforts of those who are committed to keep-
ing the constructive anxiety of the best members of society alive” in order to
seize “the precious opportunity for a ‘transformation.’”2

Democratizing the defeated Reich was also an essential war aim of the Al-
lies who mentioned it in the Potsdam Agreement as a general, but distant task
for the future. But preparing for the eventual “restructuring of Germany’s po-
litical life on a democratic basis” remained a problematic compromise formula
because it sought to reconcile the open approach of the American spirit of free-
dom with the controlled concept of a Soviet “people’s democracy.” In principle,
both versions agreed that democratization entailed the restoration of basic rights
such as the freedom of speech, the reconstitution of local and regional self-
government, and the refounding of “all democratic political parties.” But in prac-
tice the priority of assuring military security and the contrasting interpretations
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of this agenda soon led to endless conflicts. Even some advisors in the U.S. mili-
tary government tried primarily to reestablish representative institutions, while
others pursued a more far-reaching project of cultural reorientation. Behind
General Eisenhower’s promise that “we want to help you to rebuild your lives
on a democratic basis,”3 lay a fundamental paradox: How could an authoritar-
ian occupation regime impart the spirit of freedom to a skeptical, defeated
people?

There was good reason, nonetheless, to answer the question whether de-
mocracy was possible in Germany more positively than, for example, in Japan,
whose defeat was no less thorough. To begin, such an effort was able to draw on
the liberal traditions of the 1848 revolution, which had deep roots in the south-
western regions of Baden and Württemberg. Moreover, it could build on the
“creeping parliamentarization” of the semiconstitutional Second Empire, as well
as resume the constitutional development of the Weimar Republic while avoid-
ing its flaws.4 Finally, it might also use the moral capital of the anti-Nazi resis-
tance and respond to the demand of liberal émigrés for a “sociological, moral,
economic, and politically democratic renewal.”5 In the fall of 1945, Rudolf Agri-
cola, the editor in chief of the Neue Neckar Zeitung, thus called on Germans “to
create the conditions for this [rebirth] themselves.” By explaining that “the es-
sence and responsibility of democracy” was based on natural law, leading poli-
ticians such as Konrad Adenauer and Kurt Schumacher strove to embed a
“democratic development with a European spirit” in the core values of Western
civilization.6 Democracy, therefore, was not just to be implanted by force from
the outside but needed to be founded anew from within and learned through ac-
tive participation.

The voluminous literature on postwar history pays relatively little attention
to the problem of democratization as such. As in the portrayal of the House of
History in Bonn, the process is often subsumed under the general perspective
of a success story, with the failed dictatorship of the GDR serving as a dark foil.7

The surveys that appeared for the twenty-fifth and fiftieth anniversaries of the
Federal Republic’s founding evince a growing sense of satisfaction with the “po-
litical miracle” that is, of course, not entirely unjustified.8 Conservative com-
mentators tend to exude a Whiggish optimism and locate the breakthrough of
democracy early on with the passage of the Basic Law and Konrad Adenauer’s
lengthy chancellorship. Leftist critics of “restoration,” by contrast, point to a
later process of liberalization in the symbolic year of 1968 and voice a “perpetual
concern” about the remaining deficits of German democracy.9 How one ought
to treat the democratic rhetoric of the German “Democratic” Republic remains
an open question as well—was it only a thinly veiled attempt to conceal the dic-
tatorship of the SED, or did an alternative conception actually lie behind it?10 It
appears that formal categorizations and normative approaches have largely pre-
vented this line of questioning from being properly historicized.



132 Contradictory Modernization

One way to approach this transformation of political culture might be an
analysis of the gradual recovery of democracy’s legitimacy during the postwar
period. Such a cultural perspective would move beyond the dominant institu-
tional focus of the literature and look more closely at the processes through which
West Germans gradually came to accept the provisional arrangement of the
Federal Republic. In her pioneering analysis of the stability and collapse of the
GDR, the political scientist Sigrid Meuschel distinguishes between a merely “con-
ditional loyalty” toward and a more “fundamental legitimacy” of the political
system. Her distinction raises the question why attitudes toward the FRG were
able to evolve from passive acceptance to active support, while public opinion
failed to warm up to the SED dictatorship. This approach addresses economic,
social, and cultural dimensions beyond the realm of politics that also play an
important part in the emotional attachment to a system.11 The following reflec-
tions will thus begin with the formal establishment of democracy, then proceed
to analyze the internal acceptance of self-government, and finally discuss how
the parliamentary system met the test of subsequent crises.

Formal Democratization

The second German democracy did not emerge on its own volition but, rather,
by fiat of the competing victorious powers. Initially the Soviet Union took the
lead by permitting “anti-Fascist parties” to organize and combining the Com-
munists (KPD), Social Democrats (SPD), Christian Democrats (CDU), and
Liberals (LDPD) into a united front in order to work for “a transformation of
German politics.”12 Already in its first declaration of June 1945, the KPD called
for the “creation of the democratic rights and freedoms of the people” that would
lead to a new government, which, freely elected by the entire nation, would form
the basis of a “new democratic republic.”13 This goal, which also appealed to non-
Communists, went beyond simply reintroducing the failed structures and prac-
tices of Weimar democracy since it presumed the unity of the left. “Without a
unified working class [there can be] no democracy,” argued one leading voice
in the KPD.14 The problem with this Communist initiative, however, was that
the Soviet understanding of the concept of democracy differed from Western
notions of freedom by requiring, above all, an end to economic exploitation and
nationalist oppression: “The dictatorship of the working class is the democracy
of those who work.”15

Since they considered the Germans too “immature for political life,” the
Americans began somewhat later with their own attempt “to lead Germany back
into civilized society and the European economy.” To provide a roadmap, Gen-
eral Lucius Clay commissioned Michigan political scientist James K. Pollock to
come up with a comprehensive plan “to prepare the German people for demo-
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cratic self-government.” His wide-ranging effort to reorient an entire political
culture was to concentrate primarily on the transformation of the schools, the
press, the churches, and public life.16 However, the expected conversion was
impeded by the apparent contradiction of the military government’s actions with
its own ideals. As one U.S. employee fumed: “They don’t give a damn about
democratic rules when they’ve got someone in their pocket.” Because of the
disappointment brought on by unrealistic expectations, enormous patience was
required of the Allies if the “misunderstanding of democracy” as simply a par-
liamentary form of government was to be overcome and the meaning of a demo-
cratic “way of life” was to be explained. Convinced German democrats like Dolf
Sternberger thus had to resolve the contradictions of the “tyranny of freedom”
for their skeptical countrymen.17

The Allied project of reorienting the Germans toward democracy already
began in the POW camps, albeit with contrasting ideological priorities. Amid
the terrible conditions of the Russian gulag, the promise of more food led vol-
unteers to participate in anti-Fascist courses where some young soldiers, such
as the future Dresden party chief Hans Modrow, found their way to commu-
nism through genuine remorse.18 The better material situation for officers of
the Africa Corps in camps within the United States facilitated the development
of a more lively discussion. Although ardent nationalists refused to give up hope
for victory until the end, critical minds such as Gustav H. Blanke began holding
lectures for their fellow soldiers on the Weimar Republic and “American de-
mocracy.” In early 1945, Blanke and 150 other carefully chosen candidates were
sent to Fort Kearney in Nebraska, where they discussed how to lead the Ger-
man people back to an improved version of Weimar democracy. In these courses
speakers included, for instance, the well-known historian Howard Mumford
Jones who lectured on American history, the émigré Henry Ehrmann who por-
trayed “German history in a new light,” and the political scientist T. V. Smith
who introduced the theory of democracy. As a result, a number of dedicated
advocates of democratization emerged from these courses.19

To win over the younger generation for democracy, reorientation policies
also paid special attention to the schools. Paul Wandel, the director of the Cen-
tral Administration of People’s Education in the Soviet Zone, outlined an am-
bitious agenda: “It is essential to fashion new learning objectives, new curricula,
new teaching methods, new teachers, new relationships between the people, the
teachers, and the school.” With support from the SED, that meant establishing
comprehensive schools, hiring uncompromised teachers, and introducing differ-
ent curricula. But this forced reorganization met with considerable resistance
from pupils who were subjected to it: “Democracy = rule of the people = total
tyranny of the new bigwigs.”20 Similarly far-reaching plans for structural reform
in the Western zones failed after meeting stiff resistance from traditional peda-
gogues who clung to religious education, as well as from the association of
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high-school teachers who fought to maintain the elitism of the secondary schools.
Moreover, the individual German states jealously guarded their independence
in matters of education and culture and thus rejected reforms aimed at stan-
dardizing education. But with help from America Houses and exchange pro-
grams, reformers were able to liberalize teaching styles, produce new textbooks,
and introduce student self-government, all of which subtly contributed to the
democratization of schooling in Germany.21

Since large-scale efforts at reeducation often engendered more resentment
than success, the occupation powers, at least in the West, began to adopt more
indirect forms of reorientation. The press proved to be an especially important
field, though “newspapers only appeared irregularly due to the paper shortage,
were only [slightly better] than skeleton editions, and as a rule could only be
obtained ‘under the table.’” In the Soviet zone, Communist censorship rendered
the media boring and, worse still, unbelievable.22 In the West, by contrast, the
Allies implemented a strict licensing procedure that only permitted anti-
Fascists without Nazi ties to establish publishing houses in order to create a new
media that would give the younger generation a greater appreciation for facts
than opinions. Young journalists, such as Rudolf Augstein, fortunate enough
to receive one of the coveted licenses, were able to found new publications such
as Der Spiegel and to embark on a lifelong career. Nevertheless, the shortage of
experienced personnel eventually allowed networks of publicists that had already
been active in the Third Reich to return. For all of the criticism it received, this
reorientation policy did establish a new, democratic public sphere, thus com-
pelling even conservative commentators such as Hans Zehrer, Giselher Wirsing,
and Karl Korn to accommodate themselves to the media’s changed tone.23

The authorization of self-government at the local level proved more effective
than other efforts at reorientation since it enabled the defeated population to par-
ticipate in finding solutions to their own problems. Although they had assumed
sovereignty, the occupation powers could not carry out basic administrative tasks
themselves due to lack of personnel and inadequate language skills. As a result,
they were forced to bring in German experts to help, provided that these had not
been too compromised by collaborating with the Nazis. Not surprisingly, conflicts
repeatedly erupted between local officials and their Allied overseers, especially in
areas such as the absorption of refugees from the Eastern lands, leading General
Clay to burst out in anger: “The Germans don’t have a democracy yet, therefore
they ought not to deceive themselves into thinking that they can claim its
benefits.”24 In spite of the inevitable friction that shifting responsibility to local
experts entailed, strong working relationships developed when Germans and
Americans tackled issues of survival together. “But we did allay the chaos,” an-
nounced Arthur Werner, the mayor of Berlin, so “everyday life in our city has
returned to an orderly course.” By the end of the year, this “testing ground for the
practice of democracy” could thus point to its first real successes.25
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At the same time, regional and national political parties began to reemerge,
which, while built upon traditional camps, modified them in important aspects
as well. The first grouping was the Communist Party (KPD), which by June 1945
was already promoting itself as a decidedly anti-Fascist party, thereby giving it a
head start in political agitation. The reconstituted Social Democratic Party (SPD)
could also claim not to have voted for the 1933 Enabling Law, and with Kurt
Schumacher they possessed a passionate democrat for whom the preservation
of German unity was a top priority. By contrast, the Christian Democratic Party
(CDU), led by the Rhenish regional politician Konrad Adenauer, was a truly new
creation—an interdenominational party of the middle class that led Catholics
out of their isolation in the Center Party and weaned Protestants from nation-
alism. Similarly, the Free Democratic Party (FDP), chaired by Reinhold Maier,
was an attempt to combine the fragmented liberal camp into one comprehen-
sive party. This consolidation succeeded because Allied prohibitions of neo-
Fascist organizations forced rightists to join the other middle-class parties. Since
the CDU and the SPD triumphed in the first local elections, the Communists,
looking for a way to become more competitive, accelerated the forced merger
of the SPD into the SED in the spring of 1946.26

A further step toward democratization was the reconstitution of states as
larger administrative units within the occupation zones. Some of these Länder
(for example, Bavaria and Saxony) were based on their historical predecessors,
while others (such as North-Rhine Westphalia and Thuringia) were largely new
creations. These states offered “an opportunity for German officials to gain ex-
perience in self-government, since they . . . [assumed] responsibility for food,
supplying heating fuel, and all of the other necessities of life.”27 The governments
were appointed by the Allies from among Weimar politicians, members of the
resistance, and technical experts on the basis of a “white list,” and consisted of
representatives from all democratic parties, a fact that forced them to make fre-
quent compromises. Nevertheless, the occupation powers intervened whenever
they deemed policies to be too conservative, as occurred in Bavaria with the
Schäffer cabinet, which was replaced with the more liberal Hoegner government.
By the summer and fall of 1946, the new states began to gain legitimacy by drafting
constitutional documents and holding elections to their legislatures, bringing
success to the SPD and CDU in the West, and the SED in the East. While their
minister presidents were the first elected spokesmen for German interests, they
remained too weak to push through a collective national government at their
last joint conference in Munich.28

The Basic Law that emerged from the Parliamentary Council formulated
these learning processes into a constitution, taking into account the errors of the
Nazi past and the experiences of the postwar period. To be sure, the Frankfurt
documents put forward by the Allies in July 1948 were an important catalyst to-
ward “working out a democratic constitution,” while the informal influence of
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Western advisors reinforced the tendency toward federalism and a guarantee of
basic rights. But the text itself was an independent German achievement that
was worked out in various committees such as the “Ellwangen Circle” of the
CDU, the Herrenchiemsee Constitutional Convention, and finally the debates
of the Parliamentary Council.29 On the one hand, the Basic Law attempted to
create an ethical foundation for the provisional structure of the Federal Repub-
lic by invoking the moral precepts of natural law and the sanctity of human life.
On the other hand, it sought to stabilize parliamentary government through
procedural safeguards such as weakening the office of the presidency, requiring
a constructive vote of no confidence and instituting a “5 percent barrier” in elec-
tions to prevent splinter parties from entering parliament. Since the Basic Law
was not drawn up by the largely disinterested populace but by a minority of
committed democrats, its basic orientation proved surprisingly successful.30

The Soviet Zone’s response to the failure of the unity campaign waged by
the people’s congresses was to found its own “German Democratic Republic.”
In its first manifesto, the SED downplayed its communism and presented itself
somewhat misleadingly as the “party for the construction of an anti-Fascist,
democratic, parliamentary republic.” Nonetheless, it also promised to go be-
yond the bourgeois rights of “formal democracy” and break the power of the
warmongers, capitalists, and bureaucrats so as to “truly” embody the will of the
people.31 Although the SED emerged from the state elections in the fall of 1946
as the strongest party, it failed to get a majority in the larger cities due to the
appeal of the middle-class parties, and it came in a distant third in the Berlin
city elections. This partial failure forced the party to formalize an alliance policy
that removed the uncertainty of balloting by a prior agreement on candidate
lists, thereby degrading the vote into an acclamation ritual.32 To prevent the
founding of a Western state, the SED then started a massive campaign for a
people’s congress in which an assembly elected through self-nomination would
draft a unified German constitution. Since only a small minority of Westerners
participated, the passage of the document ultimately led to the constitution of
the GDR, based largely on the Weimar model.33

In actual practice, however, the two constitutions developed in quite op-
posite directions. In the Federal Republic, Adenauer’s “chancellor democracy”
helped cement democracy in the long run, perhaps because of its “semiauthori-
tarian” character. By weakening the presidency and establishing his authority
to issue guidelines to other ministers, the Basic Law had strengthened the posi-
tion of the chancellor. Moreover, with deliberate use of his seniority, no-nonsense
manner, tenacity in the pursuit of objectives, and deftness during difficult ne-
gotiations, Adenauer carried out his duties in such a way that the reigns of
power converged in his hands. By strengthening the office of chancellor and
by retaining the chairmanship of the CDU, he was able to consolidate his au-
thority in decisive moments, outmaneuver rivals, and impose his views on the
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cabinet and parliament. Likewise, in foreign affairs his great experience and
natural gravitas exuded an aura of serious leadership, proving to the skeptics
that even a democratic government was capable of acting decisively.34 Thus, to
his critics Adenauer appeared to be a kind of “surrogate kaiser,” but, unlike the
mercurial Wilhelm II, he was soon accepted as a respected statesman on the
international stage.

In the GDR, by contrast, Walter Ulbricht’s more radical “people’s democ-
racy” quickly evolved into an outright Communist dictatorship. The increas-
ing discrepancy between the SED’s democratic rhetoric and repressive policies
gradually discredited the pretense of creating a “better Germany.” Since the at-
tempt to construct an anti-bourgeois “alternative society” resonated among the
populace even less than the limited renewal in the West, it had to be imposed
with more draconian methods according to Ulbricht’s cynical motto: “It has to
look democratic, but we’ve got to have everything in our hands.” To make the
party into an effective instrument of transformation, the SED was rigorously
purged of right-leaning Social Democrats and left utopian members of Marxist
splinter groups. By eliminating all open opposition, the party was, in effect, in-
ternally Stalinized.35 At the same time, independent politicians like Jakob Kaiser
of the CDU were pushed aside, and the bloc parties were reduced to acclamatory
accomplices of the SED. In the long run, the violation of civil rights by the se-
cret police, the censorship of the media, and the degradation of elections to “rub-
ber stamping” robbed the claims of “democratic politics” of their credibility.36

Representing both an external military threat and a potential for domes-
tic subversion, the Cold War had a paradoxical effect on democratization as it
both accelerated and hindered the process. On the one hand, Western anti-
Communism allowed nationalist members of the old elite to reconcile them-
selves to the provisional arrangement of the Bonn Republic as the lesser evil,
because some Nazi involvement would be overlooked in the fight against the
Bolshevist menace. Widespread fears of an attack by the Red Army legitimated
the prohibition of the KPD in the name of “defending democracy” and facili-
tated efforts to bring together all middle-class forces by absorbing the Union of
Expellees and Disenfranchised (BHE), the German Party (DP), and the Bavarian
Party into the CDU/CSU, except for the openly neo-Nazi Sozialistische Reichspartei
(SRP).37 On the other hand, the East-West conflict made it easier for GDR anti-
Fascists to overlook violations of the party’s internal democracy or human rights
in public, since coercive measures, while not exactly pleasant, might be justified
as necessary by the new start. In the process, however, the hopes of a group of
radical democratic and socialist intellectuals, such as Walter Dirks and Hans Mayer,
to unite the best principles of both ideologies, fell by the wayside.38

The second German democracy was initially only tolerated by the majority
but not exactly loved, to say the least. Many members of the former elite were
openly bitter about Germany’s precipitous fall from power: “Without a doubt,
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a true democracy cannot be achieved in the impoverished state in which the
German people are still living today.” Disappointed in the Nazi betrayal of their
promises, ordinary citizens were often confused about which party they might
trust. During discussions with other disillusioned youths searching for a new
worldview, one disappointed SS-cadet officer encountered “pathetic remains of
an undigested ideology of the past, more or less half-baked . . . phrases of Marxist
theory or utopian fantasies about world improvement.” Due to their “negative
experiences,” most people did not want anything to do with politics and per-
sisted in maintaining “a ‘without me’ attitude.” Merely a few responsible souls
joined the emerging parties, “for something new could only be built through
active participation.” Young people, however, were somewhat more open: “After
the experiences of the past I only wanted to be a democrat.” The nineteen-year
old Helmut Kohl was “downright excited” about the Basic Law, since, like many
members of his generation, he felt that “this will be our republic.”39

Was the Federal Republic, therefore, an attempt at “restoration” and thus a
lost opportunity for a fresh start? Already during the founding phase, Eugen
Kogon massively criticized the “incomplete renewal,” a disappointment that was
echoed by intellectuals in the 1960s and has informed much of the historical lit-
erature ever since. Even though much “restoration of what had been” was obvi-
ous, the question remains as to what had actually been restored—the Second
Empire, the Weimar Republic, or the Third Reich? Without doubt, there was a
“return of [elements of the] past” through specific efforts to reclaim suppos-
edly uncorrupted traditions in the churches and universities and through at-
tempts to reconstitute social cohesion under middle-class auspices. But on the
whole, the thesis of a “conservative modernization” seems more accurate, since
many real innovations such as the Federal Constitutional Court were introduced
and technology became a new model for society to follow. “That, of all things,
democracy [should] have benefited in Germany from this mentality,” combin-
ing bourgeois restoration with technical modernization strikes one as an irony
of history.40

The formal democratization that has been roughly sketched here thus laid
the foundation for a gradual process of growing into democracy. Unlike in the
strife-torn Weimar Republic, the second time around the Germans did not re-
ally have a choice, since the new form of government was effectively imposed
on them by the Western powers. This crucial push from the outside gave the
minority of native democrats the chance to establish a parliamentary framework
to which an apolitical majority would gradually become accustomed. The pro-
visional nature of the Bonn Republic, moreover, facilitated a pragmatic relation-
ship with the new institutions, which were able to prove themselves by solving
practical problems and provided a means to resist the more onerous demands
of the Allies. Finally, the contrast with the dictatorship of the SED in the East
helped illustrate the advantages of the democracy that was taking shape in the
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West. Because the frictionless functioning of the constitutional organs suggested
that the Germans were rapidly gaining practice in democracy, the parting Ameri-
can high commissioner James B. Conant looked confidently into the future in
1954: “The German people seem to have broken with their undemocratic past.”41

Internalizing Democratic Values

Despite the successful establishment of democratic institutions, the cultural
process of adopting the spirit of democracy remained difficult, as authoritarian
thought patterns and habits of behavior tended to persist. Even after the found-
ing of the Bonn Republic, domestic observers detected “greatest distrust [to-
ward] and internal rejection” of the newly implanted form of government,
coupled with a quest for genuine participation that one might call “perhaps
somewhat romantically, a German, organic or functional democracy.” This
contradictory mixture of outright skepticism and inflated expectations produced
both dissatisfaction and apathy: “It should be said clearly that all efforts toward
a truly lively democracy still lack the broad resonance that is needed.”42 Lead-
ing American social scientists such as Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba also
found the discrepancy between the outward practice of parliamentary rituals—
for example, voting—and inner reservations against democratic ideals problem-
atic.43 These observations raise a number of important questions: How did
various social groups find their way to democracy? What factors encouraged their
acceptance? And by what means did an appreciation of its values develop?

The conscious integration of members of the prior elite into the emerging
democratic system through granting opportunities for wielding influence was a
first step toward overcoming their aversion to “mass rule.” Despite internment
and denazification, indisputable expertise in administrative and economic ques-
tions permitted many tainted bureaucrats to continue their careers, serving not
only the Allies but the democratic leaders as well. The reestablishment of social
networks, moreover, allowed the former political class to cope with the loss of
its locational advantage in Berlin and win influence in the new capital in Bonn.
The controversial reinstatement of dismissed public servants according to ar-
ticle 131 of the Basic Law facilitated the return of discredited experts to their
former offices—albeit mostly in mid-level positions in the bureaucracy, the For-
eign Office, and the Bundeswehr. As a result, they succeeded in maintaining key
advantages for themselves, such as the three-tiered educational system, preference
for jurists in official appointments, and a career civil service despite the reformist
efforts of the U.S. occupiers. The CDU and CSU not only offered opportunities
for advancement to young talents such as Kurt Georg Kiesinger and Franz Joseph
Strauß, but the authoritarian style of Adenauer’s chancellor democracy also con-
vinced older people that it could guarantee respect and order.44
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In addition, the attention paid to the wishes of the churches persuaded the
religiously bound middle class that democracy could become a more “Chris-
tian form of government” than the traditional authoritarian state. For a long
time, members of the Protestant Churches of Germany (EKD) hesitated to dis-
tance themselves from their former nationalism and the Nazi-aligned “German
Christians.” Traditional Protestants were loath to admit that “because of us
infinite suffering has been brought upon many peoples and countries,” as the
more self-critical members of the Confessing Church like Martin Niemöller
admitted. Only through the ceaseless efforts by laymen such as Gustav Heine-
mann to convince their religious brethren did it become possible to create a
feeling of democratic responsibility: “The state is no longer our master, but
should be our servant. We are all responsible for its character and its decisions.”45

Similarly, the Catholic Church preferred to pass with merciful silence over the
Center Party’s vote in favor of the Enabling Law in 1933 and the Concordat with
the Third Reich which helped legitimize Nazi rule. Among Catholics it was likely
renewed concern with basic Christian values of human dignity that opened the
door to their reconciliation with democracy through the founding of an inter-
confessional party.46 Because of their strong moral position, the two denomi-
nations were able to exercise enormous influence on decisions relating to
educational issues and family policy.

Finally, the struggle for a social democratization of the emerging Federal
Republic, although not always successful, also helped the working class to inte-
grate itself more fully.47 While electoral success in proletarian districts and in-
dustrialized states allowed the SPD to achieve local and regional power, at the
federal level it remained stuck in the less enviable role of the opposition.
Adenauer was sufficiently prudent to offer unions some concessions in particu-
lar issues, such as in granting limited co-determination for labor in managing
heavy industry. However, the more far-reaching and popular hope for a com-
prehensive nationalization of the means of production proved illusory. More-
over, the personality clash between Schumacher and the chancellor impeded
continuous cooperation in formulating legislation, so that the SPD had no choice
but to carve out an effective role as a parliamentary opposition. Finally, the
emotional extraparliamentary movement against rearmament failed due to a
Supreme Court judgment and repeated defeats at the polls; therefore, the deci-
sions of the federal government effectively gained plebiscitary legitimacy.48 Thus
for the SPD, the advocacy of democracy on principle turned into a difficult test
of conscience in practice.

Because only fringe groups continued to be excluded from participation in
democratic processes, extremism found fewer opportunities to develop than had
been the case in the 1920s. To be sure, former Nazis initially lost their civil rights
and all explicit neo-Nazi activities were forbidden. Therefore the Sozialistische
Reichspartei, as the successor organization of the Nazi Party, was declared un-
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constitutional. But the subsequent softening of denazification led to the exon-
eration of the majority of nominal members and even some former perpetra-
tors, while article 131 of the Basic Law reinstated many dismissed public servants.
Hence, most fellow travelers were allowed to participate in public affairs, if they
had recanted sufficiently.49 In contrast, the Communists were at first favored
by many occupation officers, despite the complaints of middle-class advisors,
because they ranked among the most committed anti-Fascists. But eventually
their zeal for radical measures proved to be their undoing, since the ideological
East-West confrontation discredited them as an appendage of Moscow. The
subsequent ban of the Communist Party had only a limited effect, because it
was counteracted in part through material and propagandistic support from the
East.50

Since the GDR systematically antagonized large groups of the population,
its legitimacy remained more precarious throughout its four-decade lifespan.
While neo-Nazis were also banned, the East, barring a few exceptions, elimi-
nated the members of the old elite through expropriations and purges, despite
the establishment of a refuge in the National Democratic Party of Germany
(NDPD). In addition, initial offers of cooperation with religious socialists quickly
gave way to discrimination against the churches, which refused to bow to the
totalistic claims of Marxism, so that the Eastern CDU atrophied into the role of
a “fellow traveler” within the communist system. After 1950, moreover, the ex-
pellees—euphemistically called “resettlers” by the state—were no longer allowed
to organize or articulate themselves. Through the forced unification of Social-
ists and Communists, the entire workers’ movement was brought under the
control of the SED and nominally became the ruling party. At the same time,
the influence of union members steadily eroded after they were absorbed in the
comprehensive Federation of Free German Unions (FDGB). In spite of its pu-
tative privileges, the working class therefore no longer possessed any means to
assert itself. Other social organizations like the Women’s League were similarly
instrumentalized and, as a result, largely lost their character as representatives
of collective interests.51

In the end, it was probably its practical performance that allowed the Fed-
eral Republic to win the numerous skeptics over to democracy. In a nutshell,
Bonn could point to better “results” than either Weimar or East Berlin. Due to
the visible improvement in its living situation, the undecided majority that placed
little faith in the Germans’ ability to govern themselves gradually became con-
vinced that a democratic polity could master practical problems of everyday life.
Initially, this involved ensuring sheer survival by providing food, shelter, and
work—and in these areas even critics of the occupation acknowledged the as-
sistance from the Western Allies. Subsequently, it meant the rebuilding of fac-
tories, transportation networks, and residential areas through the Germans’ own
“hard work,” all of which was organized by an efficient administration and
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supported by the Marshall Plan. Lastly, the economic upturn played a decisive role
in creating popular loyalty, since due to the lifting of emergency controls the re-
covery could be claimed as a success of the social market economy.52 Because the
West overcame these problems more quickly than the Soviet Zone, the good will
that emerged as a result ultimately benefited the democratic system.

In the area of foreign policy, the Federal Republic was also able to point to
the guarantee of security from a new world war. As a result of the wartime
trauma, about half of the West German population lived in fear of a new con-
flict between East and West, an anxiety that was further heightened by the Ko-
rean War. Despite inevitable frictions, the presence of Western soldiers therefore
came to be seen as welcome protection, demonstrated vividly by the Berlin air-
lift, which contributed to a positive perception of NATO as well. For this and
other reasons, the majority of the populace also supported the attempts to inte-
grate with their West European neighbors, even if it would entail a certain loss
of sovereignty, as was the case with the European Coal and Steel Community.
While most West Germans continued to hope that the division of the country
could be overcome, their anti-Communism prevented them from going over
to the Soviet camp, and only a minority of about one-third of the population
called for a neutral course between the blocs.53 For a people tested by suffering,
the maintenance of peace in Europe at a time when armed conflicts were break-
ing out across Asia was no mean achievement, therefore helping to legitimize
democracy.

In domestic politics, West German citizens were most impressed by the re-
markable stability of the Adenauer cabinets, especially when compared to the
governmental crises that afflicted the Weimar Republic and the Fourth Republic
in France. Of course, two-thirds of the populace first needed to shed their politi-
cal passivity and be convinced of the blessings provided by the largely ignored Basic
Law. Surveys show that this reversal of attitudes was propelled not just by the
success of Erhard’s economic policies but also by the social concessions granted
by Adenauer. Not surprisingly, a solid majority considered the currency reform
necessary, while worrying about unemployment that only vanished with the up-
turn driven by the Korean War. Since socialist ideas initially had much support,
most people welcomed the right of unions to participate in managerial decisions.
An overwhelming majority, moreover, supported the basic ideas behind propos-
als for a system of burden sharing between various segments in the population
that aimed to alleviate the losses suffered by some special groups such as disabled
veterans or refugees in the war. As economic prosperity and social support mea-
sures reached ever greater segments of the population by the beginning of the 1950s,
satisfaction with the democratic system grew appreciably.54

The GDR could certainly also boast of some successes, but they came later
and remained at a much lower level. Poor start-up conditions such as the mas-
sive reparations demanded by the Soviet Union made it difficult for the SED to
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get its version of the planned economy moving, so that after 1948 a productivity
gap began to open between East and West that could not be closed again. With
large projects such as construction of the East Berlin boulevard Stalinallee and
new industrial sites like Eisenhüttenstadt, urban reconstruction also made
progress in the DDR, but the once picturesque city centers decayed for want of
attention and building materials. While the hunger and cold that accompanied
the first postwar years were also overcome in the East by the end of the 1950s,
the state’s preference for large-scale investments thwarted the development of
a differentiated offering of consumer goods. As long as the border remained
open, the discrepancies between the modest socialist state in the East and the
dynamic, if less egalitarian, society in the West became increasingly visible, evi-
dent in the contrast between the colorful and well-stocked shop windows in the
FRG and the drab and sparse displays in the GDR. As one Berliner mused: “How
beautiful it was to live in West Berlin, to have Western money in our wallet. What
luck we had.”55

Another sign of West German democratization was the emergence of a criti-
cal public sphere that was willing to defend the “free constitutional state, based
on the rule of law,” which had emerged in 1949. With their strict licensing policy,
the Allies wanted to break the habits of the Nazi-led press and irresponsible,
opinionated journalism and to deliver more factual information to the public.
Due to the lack of skilled newcomers, old media networks did eventually re-
constitute themselves. Nevertheless, in the course of the generational change,
younger journalists such as Rudolf Augstein and Marion Döhnhoff, who were
more open to the West, developed a new professional ethos that favored “con-
temporary criticism” over approval of government policies. As a result, by the
early 1950s the opinions presented by such important weeklies as Die Zeit and
Der Spiegel began to grow more liberal, enabling them to become a better coun-
terweight to the announcements of the Federal Press Office, which was controlled
by the CDU. The establishment of new broadcast formats such as the muckrak-
ing television magazine “Panorama,” as well as the founding of radical maga-
zines like konkret, created a platform for exposing scandals and leveling criticism
at the government.56

This cultural liberalization was reinforced by the emergence of a number
of socially critical writers who strove less for philosophical introspection than
for accurate portrayal of the shortcomings of postwar society. While initially
authors of the “inner emigration” had dominated the literary scene with sym-
bolic reflections on German fate, new kinds of intellectuals began to gather in
the discussion circles like the famous Group 47, who spoke out publicly so as to
resume the engagement of Weimar leftists. The ironic short stories by Heinrich
Böll, the picaresque novels of Günter Grass, and the shocking plays by Peter
Weiss challenged the traditional canon of humanistic cultivation in both style
and content.57 On the one hand, dramatists like Rolf Hochhut addressed the
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persistence of Nazi behavior in the Federal Republic, breaking through the wall
of repressive silence that many Germans had erected between their prosperous
present and problematic past.58 On the other hand, authors such as Martin
Walser furnished satirized portraits of the increasingly “affluent society” that
unmercifully exposed its weaknesses. On the cultural pages of newspapers and
in various journals, there thus emerged a new, subversive intellectual culture
that was oriented toward human rights.

As a result of such impulses, a critical discourse on democracy developed
in the early 1960s that advocated a broader social self-determination. In his reflec-
tions on The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, the young Frank-
furt theoretician Jürgen Habermas formulated a justification of public discussion
as a crucial precondition for civic freedom. Instead of understanding democ-
racy merely as a series of political game rules, he portayed self-government as a
social process of arriving at common understanding through debate in a civic
sphere characterized by “critical publicity.”59 Similarly, in his seminal work on
Society and Democracy in Germany, the Constance sociologist Ralf Dahrendorf
located the causes of his country’s “structural incapacity for democracy” in its
modernization deficit, which he attributed to conflict aversion, the monopoly
of elites, and withdrawal into private life. Only a fundamental liberalization of
the Federal Republic would be able to truly realize the “socially founded consti-
tution of freedom.”60 Due to the persuasiveness of such analyses, democracy
became a catchword of the 1960s, expressing a general desire for more cultural
openness and public participation.61

This new appreciation for democracy that went beyond politics enlarged
the concept into a demand for a continuous transformation of society and cul-
ture. For instance, the sociologist Willy Strzelewicz did not consider the con-
cept as “a completed condition with regard to, for example, the constitution”;
instead, he understood it as “a process that is far from finished and consists not
only of political, but also social, economic, and cultural relationships in soci-
ety.” Such an expansive notion of democracy that aimed at a liberalization
of basic convictions and behavior implied a comprehensive reform of the
“economy, family, and school.” In other words, West Germany needed to break
with its remaining authoritarian structures in the pre-political realm.62 Going
far beyond the democratic right to vote, such intellectual demands for more
participation appealed especially to young people who had grown up in the Bonn
Republic and chafed against its remnants of authoritarianism. One crucial ele-
ment of the generational rebellion of 1968 was therefore the leftist call for the
“mobilization and practice of an emancipatory and democratic counterpower,
codetermination, and self-determination in all subsystems of society.”63

Worried about the collapse of all established authority, conservative circles,
in contrast, demanded that democracy be clearly restricted to the formal sys-
tem of government. Bruno Heck, the general secretary of the CDU, insisted that
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democracy was a form of organization for the polity, but not for society: “The
politicization of society, which also means democratization of society, leads to
a loss of freedom.”64 The philosopher Wilhelm Hennis formulated his objec-
tions to the demands of the 68ers even more sharply, arguing that due to its
misguided egalitarianism “the complementary democratization of all social ar-
eas” was nothing less than an unconstitutional “relinquishment of the founda-
tions of Western political culture.” Citing the experience of totalitarianism, he
urgently warned against any blurring of the difference between the political and
the nonpolitical aspects of life: “This demand” for radical democratization “is
therefore not an ideology,” or “just a false social consciousness, but a revolt
against nature.”65 This staunch repudiation of the expansive claims of the ad-
vocates of radical reform set in motion a principled debate on the narrow and
broad meanings of democracy.

Due to these developments, Western opinion polls taken in the postwar
period reflect a gradual turn away from authoritarian patterns of thought and a
tentative embrace of democratic values. On the one hand, memories of Nazism—
more than half initially agreed with the conclusion that National Socialism was
a good idea that was carried out poorly—and older authoritarian reflexes that
manifested themselves primarily in patriarchal claims to superiority continued
to influence thinking and behavior. But on the other hand, there were clear in-
dications that political attitudes were shifting, because in surveys the rejection
of the extremes of National Socialism and Communism tripled from 22 to 66
percent between the summer of 1945 and the fall of 1946.66 While a minority
continued to call for strong leadership, most put their faith in the people, not
the experts, and preferred self-government. The great majority remained reluc-
tant to engage in politics, but from 1948 on about half of the respondents in Berlin
and somewhat fewer in the U.S. Zone began to advocate democracy as the pre-
ferred form of government. Even though social safeguards continued to have
an important role, indications that Germans began to appreciate the importance
of freedom of opinion and human rights grew stronger by the late 1940s.67

In contrast, the GDR remained far less attractive in the eyes of its own popu-
lation. By the end of 1950, the general mood among three-fourths of those ques-
tioned when exchanging currency in West Berlin was either poor or very poor.
People complained above all about the lack of freedom, material shortages, and
feelings of powerlessness, therefore generally approving Adenauer’s demand for
“free elections.” While four-fifths of East German youths already belonged to
the Free German Youth (FDJ) by 1951, they continued to be highly interested in
the West. Indeed, skepticism toward the Soviet Union and the SED remained
strong, even among those who participated in official events, such as the national
congress of the FDJ at Pentecost. Despite SED prohibitions, the majority listened
to Radio in the American Sector (RIAS) for both serious news and lively enter-
tainment. Of course, those groups who were adversely affected by compulsory
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measures (such as the farmers who faced the pressure of collectivization and most
refugees) held negative views of SED leader Walter Ulbricht. But while some
criticized the West’s lack of response to the 1953 uprising, most supported
Adenauer’s “policy of strength” toward their own government.68 A host of prob-
lems thus impeded the formation of an emotional bond to communism.

As a result of the negative impressions of the SED system and the positive
perception of the Bonn government, the apolitical majority of the population
slowly reconciled itself to democracy. The SPD’s initial edge in voter identifica-
tion lasted only until January 1953, when it began to be overtaken by the CDU.
Likewise, the share of the total vote held by right-wing and left-wing splinter
parties fell from one-fifth to one-tenth and thus no longer presented much of a
threat. The general approval of the federal government, which until the end of
1951 had hardly exceeded its disapproval rating, climbed markedly in the course
of 1953 before stabilizing at an astounding 70 percent. The election results show
a similar trend: the outcome was quite close in 1949, then the CDU won a clear
victory in 1953, only to gain an unprecedented absolute majority in 1957. The
growing popularity of Adenauer’s cabinet also extended to democracy as a form
of government, which some 44 percent of voters considered stronger by the end
of 1953 than in the years before.69 The personal authority of the first federal chan-
cellor and the approval of his policies thus undoubtedly helped to anchor the
West German system in the hearts and minds of its citizens.

According to autobiographical accounts, generational change played a de-
cisive role in overcoming deep-seated reservations against popular sovereignty.70

Among the elderly who had been socialized in the Second Empire, it was above
all the uncontested authority of Adenauer’s chancellor democracy that made the
Bonn state at least partly acceptable. For middle-aged citizens who had been
unnerved by the political and economic chaos of the Weimar Republic, it was
not so much the “adjustment to each changed political situation” as the pros-
perity of the social market economy and the stability of the middle-class coali-
tion government which cast a favorable glow on the FRG. For the members of
the Hitler Youth generation who had been deeply disappointed by the collapse
of the Third Reich, it was the chance to realize a peaceful and secure future that
slowly reduced skepticism toward political engagement: “For only through ac-
tive cooperation can something new be built, because we have to take responsi-
bility for the past as a result of our own faults.” But among the different age
groups, those young people who had grown up in the Federal Republic were most
likely to consider democracy self-evident and to call most loudly for genuine
“democratic thinking and action” in the 1960s.71

The acceptance of democracy, which remains underexplored in the exist-
ing historical literature, was thus a lengthy learning process that only really gained
steam after the formal establishment of parliamentary institutions. Ironically,
the difficult structural conditions created by the downfall of the Third Reich,
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the occupation, and the Cold War proved more favorable to the implantation
of a parliamentary system than did the collapse of the Second Empire. In a con-
scious attempt to learn from the mistakes of the past, the federal government
disarmed its potential critics among the old elite with a strategy of integration
that, by including them in decision-making processes, helped to avoid engen-
dering antidemocratic resentment. Through its indisputable accomplishments,
especially in reconstruction, the economic miracle, and western integration, the
Bonn state eventually succeeded in convincing apolitical skeptics that the West-
ern system was superior to its socialist East German counterpart. Finally, the
emergence of a critical public sphere promoted the internalization of democratic
values and behavior among intellectuals, since it endowed them with the role of
guardians of political conscience and the mission to reform society through an
expanded notion of democracy.72

Testing Parliamentary Government

It was precisely the spectacular success of democracy, however, that nourished
doubts among some thoughtful observers as to whether its acceptance rested
merely on fickle opportunism or on solid principle. “I never got rid of the feel-
ing,” the liberal politician Hildegard Hamm-Brücher put it, “that we were really
just a fair-weather democracy that had not yet passed any true test.” These in-
tellectual misgivings suggest that the approval of the Federal Republic remained
conditional and might just as easily have been countermanded in more difficult
times. Indeed, this is exactly the difference that Sigrid Meuschel has tried to
conceptualize with her contrast between a temporary loyalty to and the funda-
mental legitimacy of a political system.73 Beyond the functioning of parliamen-
tary institutions and material rewards from democracy, this distinction implied
the necessity of an affective bond between citizens and their political system,
based on feelings rather than reason. What trials did the second German de-
mocracy need to overcome to achieve such an emotional anchoring in the hearts
of the majority of its people?

The first piece of evidence regarding democratic reliability came with the
transfer of power within the ruling party from Konrad Adenauer to Ludwig
Erhard in the fall of 1963. His entanglement in the Spiegel scandal of 1963 cost
the power-hungry chancellor the support of his own parliamentary delegation,
since he stood by his compromised defense minister Franz Joseph Strauß too
long, thereby raising doubts about his attachment to legality. When plans for a
grand coalition with the SPD collapsed on the question of revising the propor-
tional voting system, the FDP forced Adenauer, in the coalition agreement of
December 1962, to give “the binding promise” that he would “relinquish his office
by October 1963.” Although he believed that his popular economic minister
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lacked the forcefulness to be an effective head of government, the departing
chancellor could not prevent Ludwig Erhard’s nomination as his successor. The
conservative Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung was delighted with this outcome:
“The strongest proof of democracy that anyone could present during these days
was the refusal to return to the parliamentarianism of the Weimar Republic” by
guaranteeing the “stability of parliamentary democracy.” The first change at the
top of the government thus occurred “in a way that corresponded to the best
conventions of democracy.”74

A more controversial confirmation of “the normal functioning of a consti-
tutional state,” was Erhard’s replacement by Kurt Georg Kiesinger, since it re-
sulted from the creation of the grand coalition in the fall of 1966. Although Erhard
had guided the party to electoral victory, his “leadership style” came under in-
creasing fire since he lacked Adenauer’s personal authority. When the first post-
war recession robbed him of the aura of economic infallibility and Francophile
Gaullists spun intrigues against his pro-American foreign policy, Erhard increas-
ingly seemed “hapless and forlorn.”75 But all alternatives to him appeared equally
problematic. While cooperation of the CDU with the FDP had run its course,
the Liberals and Social Democrats lacked the courage to enter a coalition with a
bare majority in the Bundestag. Justified as the result of an “emergency,” the
“magic solution” therefore turned out to be a grand coalition, which allowed
the CDU to maintain power while at the same time proving the SPD capable of
governing. A cabinet composed of the two largest parties, however, risked weak-
ening parliamentary opposition and strengthening right-wing radicalism—a
point that demonstrating students did not fail to make. Long-term cooperation
also appeared worrisome to intellectuals, who saw in it a “cartel of fear.”76

The “overdue experience of transferring governmental responsibility to the
other large party” in opposition occurred only with the formation of the Social-
Liberal cabinet in October 1969. Despite the close outcome of the election, SPD
leader Willy Brandt seized the initiative and persuaded Walter Scheel of the FDP
to take the risk of entering into an alliance for modernization. That agreement
largely ended the need for cumbersome compromises and revived “democratic
enthusiasm.” The generational replacement of leading personalities and the
substantive change of course signaled the end of the postwar period and the
beginning of an era of “renewal” through changes in society.77 In his inaugural
speech, interrupted several times by heckling, Brandt formulated his govern-
ment’s motto with the programmatic phrase: “We want to risk more democ-
racy.” The promise of a political opening for greater participation, as well as
reforms in the areas of education, social policy, and the like, began an effort to
expand the scope of democratization in line with the proposals made in intel-
lectual discussions. By reconstituting a strong opposition, this first changeover
of power and policy direction revitalized parliamentary democracy.78
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Even the spy scandal that forced Willy Brandt to resign and transfer power to
Helmut Schmidt did little to change this positive impression. After the election
victory of 1972, the “trials of everyday” governance had proven difficult for the
Social-Liberal coalition to master. The oil shock unleashed by the OPEC cartel’s
price increase had destroyed the fiscal means for further domestic reforms, while
the great breakthroughs of the “Eastern policy” (Ostpolitik) of reconciliation with
the neighbors were over. Brandt himself was beset by a strange lethargy and de-
spondency that spoiled his “zest for governing,” so that he decided to step down
because of an annoying but hardly lethal scandal, sparked by the revelation that
Günter Guillaume, one of his trusted aides, was an East German spy.79 His suc-
cessor Helmut Schmidt proved “more energetic and determined” and, because of
the threat of inflation, worked toward “reclaiming the economic and financial trust
of the broad middle strata.” As chancellor of “continuity and concentration,” he
strove for “greater efficiency in state administration” and thus attempted to con-
solidate previous reforms through a policy of austerity. For liberal observers, this
successful change in government offered further evidence of “the stability of par-
liamentary democracy in the face of crisis.”80

In stark contrast to the public discussion of the chancellor question in the
West, the smooth “changing of the guard in East Berlin” from Walter Ulbricht to
Erich Honecker only confirmed the dictatorial character of the GDR. As the
seventy-eight-year-old general secretary had already been in power for a quarter
of a century, in May 1971 he justified his “phased withdrawal” by citing his advanced
age: “Unfortunately there’s no remedy for the years.” His successor Honecker, who
as a former prisoner of the Nazis, head of the FDJ, and chairman of the Defense
Council, came from the inner circle of the SED, then promised: “The present course
will be maintained.” Since Ulbricht had assumed the duties of his predecessors
Wilhelm Pieck and Otto Grotewohl gradually, this was the only real leadership
change in the four decades of the GDR before its final crisis in the fall of 1989! This
transfer of power derived neither from open debate within the SED, nor was it
based on free elections. Instead, it resulted from Soviet pressure and the intrigues
of the successor, both of whom were unhappy with Ulbricht’s slight internal lib-
eralization and timid initiation of contacts with the West.81 Although concealing
the actual reasons for the switch maintained a façade of unanimity, it failed to
bolster the legitimacy of the Communist system.

A more difficult test of democracy was the question of how the Federal
Republic would cope with the threat of political extremism, which once again
became acute toward the end of the 1960s. Due to concerns over a return of
National Socialism, many commentators feared rightist nationalism, which in
the form of the National Democratic Party of Germany (NPD) had managed to
overcome the 5 percent hurdle and enter several state assemblies, such as the
one in Hesse. Despite the NPD’s rhetorical acceptance of the Bonn state, in 1967
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the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution accused this effort to
gather various rightist groups of having “a basic outlook hostile to democracy,”
since its ultimate aim was to change the system of government. The unanimous
reaction of all democratic politicians, leftist intellectuals, and critical youths
against the attempted revival of “fascism” succeeded nonetheless in blocking the
NPD from the federal parliament in the elections of 1969.82 Because of this fail-
ure, political infighting quickly took hold of the party, leading it to split into
rival factions and withdraw from the state diets. In spite of some predictions of
doom, the Federal Republic therefore proved itself capable of standing up to
populist assault from the Right.

In contrast, the conflict with leftist radicalism turned out to be more prob-
lematic, since its spokesmen “demanded [more] democracy from below.” The
Left’s concept of democracy aimed at an “economic realization of basic rights,”
as well as “institutional support for a critical public sphere”—in other words,
at dismantling authoritarian structures and reforming social relationships of
power.83 However, defenders of the parliamentary system warned against a “dic-
tatorship through the back door” and called the “democratizing of institutions
with a functional or executive character absurd,” since it would break with the
principle of competence.84 This debate became explosive when leftist critics
started to demand a neo-Marxist revolution, which would overthrow parliamen-
tary democracy: “Society must be changed radically and the entire system needs
to be abolished.” Government circles reacted to the emergence of 316 radical
groups with some 95,000 members with panicked resolve: “Democracy must be
defended.” On January 28, 1972, the Social-Liberal coalition passed an extremist
resolution that called for checking the constitutional reliability of all applicants
for public office. Alarmed, critical writers warned “against another destruction
of the seeds of the liberal democratic order under the pretext of defending it.”85

The advent of leftist terrorism with the Red Army Faction (RAF) intensi-
fied the struggle to define the limits of democracy, since the RAF sought to im-
pose their minority version of the people’s will with violence. Although Federal
President Gustav Heinemann warned that “democracy needs radical criticism,”
the unnerved deputies voted for tough antiterror laws that entailed a certain “loss
of liberality,” triggering a prolonged conflict with the terrorists.86 It took the
spectacular murders of the federal prosecutor Siegfried Buback and the head of
the employers’ association Hanns-Martin Schleyer, the armed liberation of the
hijacked passenger airplane in Mogadishu, and the mysterious suicides of the
RAF leaders Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof to restore a sense of propor-
tion, because “terror has changed the republic.” In the desire for “security above
all else” conservatives saw a chance to stop the trend away from traditional val-
ues that had weakened state authority.87 The moderate left denied the accusa-
tion of co-responsibility and rejected a “backward-looking stabilization,” while
some thoughtful activists of the protest scene began to distance themselves from
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fantasies of violence.88 The shock of the “German Autumn” of 1977 therefore
forced people to reflect on the values of the constitution as the crucial basis for
democracy.

A constructive development, in contrast, was the rise of citizen movements,
claiming “a right to participation” through direct action, which could not eas-
ily be ignored. Progressives welcomed local initiatives aimed at improving the
environment under the slogan “Citizens, defend yourself!” as “a sign of politi-
cal maturity,” while conservatives warned against such “limitations of author-
ity and parliamentary committees’ ability to act.”89 Even massive police power,
heavy water canons, and exorbitant fines could not break the spontaneous re-
sistance to the establishment of nuclear power plants in Wyhl and Brokdorf, since
the officials discredited themselves “through a series of blunders.”90 To be sure,
“civil disobedience” frequently spilled over into “severe riots,” but eventually
pleas “for a different way of dealing with state power” and substantive discus-
sions with activists succeeded in working out a “nonviolent course for the dem-
onstrations.”91 The evolution of the environmental organizations of the Federal
Association of Citizens’ Initiatives (BBU) into their own Green Party (GAL)
channeled the diffuse protest potential back into the parliamentary process while
at the same time changing the protest’s political style. Likewise, the success of
this upstart helped push the established political parties toward the realization
that citizens needed “to participate more vigorously in political decisions.”92

The peace movement of the 1980s turned out to be a more difficult test, since
in it the will of a large minority of the populace collided with the majority of
members of parliament. The Western decision to match the Soviet SS-20 de-
ployment with its own intermediate-range missiles made “fear of atomic arms
run rampant.” Since the Schmidt-Genscher government had initiated the dual-
track NATO resolution, it remained deaf to the eschatological angst of the Krefeld
appeal, which was signed by almost a million citizens.93 Supported by elements
in the unions, churches, and German Communist Party (DKP), the protests
posed the key question: “Can the peace movement compel the chancellor to
change his course?” Converging on Bonn, some 250,000 citizens marched “for
disarmament and détente in Europe,” in the words of SPD moralist Erhard
Eppler, “out of exasperation about a conception of security that in the end only
threatens suicide.” Conservatives, however, criticized the demonstration as a
“procession of dropouts from history,” while leftists prophesied “the bankruptcy
of the established party system.” Because the CDU staunchly supported the
deployment of new missiles, the government did not have to alter its policy of
rearming and negotiating at the same time. Nevertheless, the Social-Liberal
coalition eventually collapsed due to the “longing for opposition” in the left wing
of the SPD.94

While the change from Helmut Schmidt to Helmut Kohl resolved the chan-
cellor crisis, its questionable procedure fostered a creeping dissatisfaction with
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politics. The “internal split of the SPD” between moderate government support-
ers and leftist radicals provoked the rupture, because a strong minority refused
to follow the chancellor’s lead in questions of NATO rearmament, use of nuclear
energy, and financial retrenchment. Due to the decreasing reliability of its part-
ner, the leader of the FDP, Hans-Dietrich Genscher, began to flirt “with the
thought of desertion.” Instead, he advocated a coalition with the CDU, although
its chairman, Helmut Kohl, tended to “bore” the public as the liberal journalist
Theo Sommer smugly put it.95 Though Schmidt claimed “I’m not thinking of
withdrawing,” the Social-Liberal coalition collapsed in September 1982 with the
resignation of the Liberal ministers and the SPD’s rejection of the social budget
cuts, demanded by the neo-liberals in the FDP.96 Even though Kohl signaled his
wish for continuity, the FDP’s change of sides left behind a bitter aftertaste, since
such a parliamentary maneuver was no longer accepted by the public and the
Basic Law had to be bent to dissolve the Bundestag so that new elections could
take place in the following year.97

The “intellectual about-face” pronounced by the Kohl-Genscher cabinet
propagated the reconstitution of state authority through a return to a formal
understanding of democracy. The change of course was most noticeable in cul-
tural and social style, since it meant “going back to the unspoiled world of the
fifties, the bourgeois Biedermeier.” An important part of the new government’s
agenda was the attempt to “risk more state and less democracy”—that is, to limit
the “proliferating rights of minorities.” Accompanying this agenda was also a
mistrust of “popular sovereignty” and of plebiscitary practices, as well as a clear
preference for delegating decisions to parliament.98 Middle-class commentators
therefore welcomed the “distancing from utopianism” of the Kohl era as an
overdue normalization, which would give Germans a “new confidence” in the
future. Nevertheless, leftist critics pointed out that the Federal Republic was in
danger of withering to a “spectator democracy” and that a deep “chasm” had
opened in the political culture between the majority of well-satisfied citizens and
a minority of critics in an alternative subculture.99

While Kohl’s neocorporatist practices did bring a reduction in public strife,
they ran the risk of discrediting democracy through numerous scandals. The po-
litical integration of various social forces through the distribution of favors fos-
tered a collective immobility, as well as a self-service mentality. Liberals like Ralph
Dahrendorf thus lamented “a ‘certain decay’ of the German political class,” while
Theo Sommer welcomed the Greens’ campaign against the “decline of political
mores.”100 The occasion for such Cassandra calls was the Flick scandal, precipi-
tated by the notebook of the company’s agent Eberhard von Brauchitsch, which
carefully recorded financial contributions to Kohl, Strauß, and other leading poli-
ticians. Similarly, the Barschel scandal, concerning the manipulation of elections
by the CDU in Schleswig-Holstein, triggered widespread acrimony. While the
author Günter Grass railed against “a republic of scandals,” the Hessian minister
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president Walter Wallman warned about “holding democracy itself responsible
for the ‘political misconduct’ of the politicians.” Ironically, it was neoconservative
policies that led directly into a new “crisis of confidence and credibility.”101

Passing the tests of such difficult challenges slowly created the conviction that
the Federal Republic was “not just a fair-weather democracy.” In contrast to the
paralysis of the SED dictatorship, the often controversial, but ultimately accepted
changes of government offered clear proof of the ability of parliamentary institu-
tions to function under duress.102 The challenges posed by the NPD or RAF ter-
rorism did not lead to a relapse into fascism but to an intense discussion of “basic
values” which increased appreciation for the “liberal-democratic order” while at
the same time setting boundaries for the use of political power.103 Moreover, the
charges of political disinterest and discouragement triggered such constructive
reactions as the recognition of citizens’ initiatives, the expansion of opportunities
for participation at the local level, and the intensification of criticism of politi-
cians’ scandals.104 To be sure, the Federal Republic was by no means as perfect as
conservative apologists made it out to be. Still, leftist caricatures of a “supposedly
growing illiberalism” were equally exaggerated. It is thus not surprising that by
the end of the 1980s nearly four-fifths of all West German citizens were either “very
satisfied or fairly satisfied” with the democratic system.105

Learned Democracy

With every passing decade, the number of anniversary commentaries testifying
to the amazing success of the Federal Republic multiplied. While in the begin-
ning evaluations merely argued “Bonn is not Weimar,” over the years approval
of the republic grew considerably: “There she stands, well fed, neat, and tidy,
thirty years old and uncannily healthy, just as the comedian says—the Federal
Republic of Germany.” Because criticism was able to correct many faults, the
balance sheet of this “broadly accepted German polity” became quite positive:
the Bonn state boasted firm guarantees of freedom, a high degree of legal secu-
rity, much effective legislation, a government well aware of problems, a smoothly
functioning federalism, a dense social safety net, and a broad associational base—
the list of civilizational achievements was long and impressive.106 This outcome
was by no means inevitable but was the product of a long-term learning process
that drew important lessons from the failure of Germany’s first attempt at de-
mocracy. The Second Republic also showed itself to be surprisingly capable of
reform by adapting time and again to new challenges within the framework es-
tablished by the Basic Law. Why, then, was the Bonn democracy more success-
ful than its Weimar predecessor?

First and foremost, the Federal Republic was a result of Nazi defeat and a
product of Allied occupation that determined the structural conditions for future
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development more drastically than had the defeat and revolution of 1918. In a
negative sense, the attempt to break rightist traditions through demilitarization,
denazification, and decartelization had helped to clear enough space for a new
beginning, even when their implementation did not always go far enough. At
the same time, the cautionary example of the SED dictatorship in the Soviet Zone
discredited left-wing utopias and enabled a moderate parliamentarianism to
appear as the only sensible option in the propaganda battles of the Cold War.
In a more positive respect, the Western superpower, the United States, served
as an attractive model of democratic institutions and economic success that was
broadcast into West German living rooms through radio, films, and television.
In this process, Jewish remigrants such as Theodor Adorno and American Ger-
man experts like Shepard Stone played important parts as mediators between
the two cultures, thereby helping to transmit democratic values into a German
context.107 Cultural Westernization and Americanization of lifestyles therefore
reinforced the process of political democratization.

Yet the Germans’ own contribution to the anchoring of democracy was
almost certainly more decisive, because without their active cooperation the
parliamentary system could not have taken root in the long run. Though this
aspect is often slighted, the minority of committed democrats could draw on
self-government traditions of their own which had been expressed in the revo-
lutions of 1848 and 1918, even if these were unable to win a lasting majority be-
fore 1945.108 While the Basic Law consciously attempted to link itself to such
constitutional precedents, it was also characterized by a strong determination
to avoid the mistakes of the Weimar Republic. The Parliamentary Council was
thus called on to overcome the widespread reservations against democracy by
establishing an institutional framework that would on the one hand guarantee
authority, order, and stability and on the other safeguard legal security and free-
dom of opinion. Although in retrospect some provisions—for example, the fi-
nancial burden-sharing among the states and the strong role of the Bundesrat
in passing legislation—have proven problematic, the overall framework of this
constitution proved to be remarkably resistant to crises, as well as highly adapt-
able through amendments.109

Several decades were needed, nonetheless, before the majority of citizens
grew into their new democratic home, settled into it, and could no longer do
without it. This gradual acceptance was facilitated by a series of positive experi-
ences: At the beginning, the parliamentary system allowed citizens an emotional
time-out during which they could reorganize their private lives by demanding
only a formal fulfillment of their duties. As they then began to register their own
demands, the Bonn state proved itself to be surprisingly responsive. Among other
things, it organized a remarkable economic recovery, provided for social secu-
rity through indexed pensions, helped prevent a much-feared new war, and
earned international recognition. Triggered by repeated scandals, a critical public
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sphere developed under judicial interpretations of the constitution, which came
to function as an early warning system for urgent problems. The transfer of power
between chancellors and coalitions not only offered those who were interested
in politics good entertainment but also proved to skeptics the ability of demo-
cratic institutions to function under pressure.110 In contrast to the GDR, the
greater extent to which citizens of the Federal Republic could participate in solv-
ing their own problems created a more robust legitimacy for the parliamentary
system.

The subsequent controversy over issues such as the extension of participa-
tion and the limits of freedom demonstrated that democracy had become the
new standard for political debate. Since conflicts only revolved around the in-
terpretation of its principles, democracy itself was no longer in question except
among a small number of extremists. The leftist critique of the “crass discrep-
ancy between the formal democratic principles of the system and the de facto
exclusion of the majority of the populace” motivated demands for revolution-
ary change through more participation, expressed in citizens’ initiatives. Con-
servative politicians objected instead to the Stasi infiltration of the Left and
denounced acts of civil disobedience as “clearly punishable offenses,” warning:
“These constitutional rights of parliament should not be unhinged by minority
coercion that has not been legitimated democratically.” Here opposing models
of democracy confronted each other—a critical notion of a grass-roots democ-
racy according to the model of revolutionary councils (Soviets) clashed with a
conception of parliamentarianism limited by the articles of the constitution.111

This conflict of principles centering on the democratization of democracy re-
flected fundamental differences in civil values and behaviors that helped shape
the course of the Federal Republic and would continue to change it further in
the future.
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After the steps toward democratization during the first two postwar decades,
the “outbreak of great dissatisfaction with the state and society” in the

middle of the 1960s came as quite a surprise.1 While sociological studies still la-
mented the apathy of the student body, unrest began to grow at several univer-
sities. For example, on June 22, 1966, over 3,000 students at the Free University
(FU) in Berlin gathered in front of the academic senate for Germany’s first “sit-
in” to protest the dismissal of the leftist assistant Ekkehard Krippendorf from
the Otto Suhr Institute. This confrontation had grown out of a conflict concern-
ing the authority of the rector who, among other things, forbade the writer Erich
Kuby from speaking at FU, because he had the temerity to question the merits
of anti-Communism. The suddenly rebellious students also demanded a gen-
eral reform of the university that would give professors, assistants, and them-
selves one-third—that is, equal—representation in university governance. At
the same time, they called for a political mandate, empowering the organized
student body to take positions on social questions. The demonstrators thus
sought nothing less than “the dismantling of oligarchic tyranny and the realiza-
tion of democratic freedom in all areas of society.”2

The generational revolt of the 1960s left behind a severe trauma among many
authority figures, which condemned the surprising attacks as “relapse into ro-
manticism” and “cultural rupture.” The older generation of democrats that had
lived through the collapse of the Weimar Republic and the crimes of the Nazi
dictatorship saw in the Federal Republic a well-ordered constitutional state, and
they believed that the parliamentary form of government represented enormous
progress, in spite of its noticeable weaknesses. The spontaneous crossing of es-
tablished boundaries by the youth protests appeared to them as nothing less than
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a new wave of irrationalism that would recklessly jeopardize the civil normality
that they had worked so hard to regain.3 Added to that fear were suspicions, not
entirely unjustified, about the GDR’s Ministry for State Security’s (Stasi) role
in financing radical journals, such as konkret, and about the SED’s control over
leftist groups from afar.4 Critics of the “cultural premises of intellectual radi-
calism,” such as the philosopher Hermann Lübbe, also warned that this “neo-
totalitarian element” might have terrorist consequences.5 The conservative
interpretation has therefore deplored the student revolt as a dangerous protest
that imperiled the very values of Western civilization.

By contrast, more sympathetic observers considered the movement of the
“68ers” as the “first fairly successful German revolution,” that, in the words of
critical theorist Jürgen Habermas, effected a “fundamental liberalization” of West
German society.6 Numerous autobiographical texts indicate that the postwar
generation, less burdened by memories of the catastrophes of the Third Reich,
was more likely to chafe against the oppressive narrowness of the Adenauer
period. Not surprisingly, dissatisfied youths proved more open to criticisms of
restoration coming from leftist authors and intellectuals than to the self-praise
dished out by Bonn politicians. In retrospect, former participants thus remem-
ber the revolt as an intense but somewhat confused search for ideological per-
spectives and anti-authoritarian lifestyles, based on an unsystematic mélange of
the ideas of the young Marx, the Frankfurt School of critical theory, and psy-
choanalytic critics like Herbert Marcuse. These recollections represent the move-
ment as an individual attempt to break out of familial constraints and a collective
effort to throw off social conventions, which had a politically liberating effect.7

On the whole, the left has judged the changes unleashed by the generational revolt
more positively, seeing them as an expansion of civil society through “a kind of
re-founding of the second republic after the fact.”8

For contemporary historians, the symbolic date 1968 is thus at once fasci-
nating and problematic, as it is difficult to capture its import within the con-
ventional framework of a political narrative.9 The first hurdle is the emotional
polarization of personal memories, which makes it difficult to achieve the nec-
essary analytical distance.10 A second problem is the only modest importance
of the events that accompanied the revolt, from the shooting of student dem-
onstrator Benno Ohnesorg to the street “Battle on Tegeler Weg,” as they are in-
commensurate with the storm that they unleashed in the media.11 Yet another
difficulty is the underexplored relationship between the international genera-
tional revolts (which engulfed the universities) and political developments (such
as the demise of the grand coalition and the beginning of the social-liberal re-
form era) that occurred on the national level.12 A final obstacle to effective analy-
sis is the lack of clear criteria for judging the effects of long-term sociocultural
changes on the more short-term alterations in values and behaviors.13 How, then,
is the paradox of the utter failure of the revolution’s political project to be
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reconciled with the unexpected success of the simultaneous transformation in
cultural attitudes?

To analyze how the mobilization of the late 1960s contributed to the civi-
lizing of Germany, it is necessary to concentrate less on ideology and events than
on the hopes and experiences of both its proponents and its detractors. To begin,
it might help to review the forgotten West German protest tradition, which, at
least according to leftist critics, can be understood as a defeated but still far-
reaching antithesis to the successful attempts at bourgeois restoration of the
1950s. Following this, it would be important to discuss the origins of the gen-
erational unrest in the following decade, probe its ideological search and pro-
test methods, and recapitulate briefly the main events of the turbulent year
1967–1968. To arrive at a balanced judgment about the long-term impact of the
effort to expand chances for participation, it ought then to be useful to ponder
its contradictory consequences by comparing some of its negative outcomes like
terrorism with some of its more positive legacies like the New Social Movements.
Finally, some comparisons with East German developments ought to suggest
several dimensions that partially connect the caesurae of 1968 and 1989.14

Opposing Restoration

The roots of the social mobilization of the 1960s reach back into the preceding
decade, because the generational revolt built on the experiences of earlier pro-
test movements. The conservative portrayal of the 1950s as a quiet and gener-
ally apolitical era in the Federal Republic is somewhat misleading; in fact, there
were important mass movements by people dissatisfied with the restorative
compromises of the Adenauer period. For example, the Allied dismantling of
factories, the suffering of Nazi victims, the problems of the expellees, and the
needs of former soldiers all gave rise to spontaneous protests, as well as orga-
nized demonstrations, that only appear on the margins of accounts that focus
on the progress of parliamentary democracy.15 This vocal criticism in the West
created intense political debates, even when it failed to reach its stated goals, while
in the East the SED controlled public life through wide-ranging propaganda
campaigns that allowed no dissent. The forgotten history of Western protest
bequeathed an arsenal of political objections, active individuals, and incipient
networks whose potential for criticism accelerated the mobilization efforts of
the next decade.

The target of successive waves of protest was the recovery of “a modest nor-
mality of life,” allowing the Bürgertum a kind of “Indian Summer,” in which it
could restore West German institutions in its own image. The social leveling pro-
moted by National Socialism had eliminated the last remnants of aristocratic pre-
dominance, while the working class, whose large unions were just reemerging,
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remained too weak to assume political leadership. The necessity of reconstituting
order and security had given the old-fashioned bourgeois virtues of diligence, thrift,
and cleanliness a new lease on life. The reestablishment of a patriarchal family
structure, the refounding of voluntary associations, the reopening of social insti-
tutions, the reintroduction of a professional civil service, and the revival of a sense
of civic pride were, as the prefix “re” indicates, all attempts to go back to the self-
governing traditions of the late Second Empire. But because of the enormous
damage to both the material foundation and the nonmaterial values of German
society, there was something forced about the reconstruction of civic structures
that often made it seem lacking in genuine liberality.16

The first group of critics consisted of those leftist intellectuals in the East
and West who strove for a radical renewal of political culture. They gathered in
loose discussion circles, cooperated in the publishing of journals such as the
Frankfurter Hefte and Der Ruf, and maintained intellectual exchanges with each
other across the iron curtain. Such diverse thinkers as Eugen Kogon, Hans
Werner Richter, Hans Mayer, and Ernst Bloch agreed in their sharp condem-
nation of the elites who had collaborated with National Socialism, and they
demanded a fundamental democratization of public life. At the same time, they
called for social reforms that, drawing on both Christian and Marxist concep-
tions, proposed a socialization of economic enterprises and envisioned a more
equitable distribution of land so as to reduce social inequality.17 Even if the po-
larization of the Cold War and the founding of competing states soon overshad-
owed these ideas, the programmatic statements and literary representations of
these early postwar critics offered a trenchant critique of both Stalinist repres-
sion in the East and restoration trends in the West.

A larger source of protest consisted of the workers who struggled for greater
rights and better pay by striking—for example, 75,000 Hessian metalworkers
walked out in 1951. When the Labor Relations Act granted union representatives
only a right to object but left them in the minority in company boards, 1,660,550
workers took to the streets in May 1952 in order to obtain a “genuine right to co-
determination” in all realms of the economy. But despite a three-day newspaper
strike, Adenauer was willing to grant only limited concessions to workers’ involve-
ment.18 Still more dramatic was the East German revolt of June 17, 1953, which
began with spontaneous protests against the raising of work quotas but led to the
voicing of political demands by workers and citizens in some 270 locations. To
defend its precarious hold on power, the SED called on the Red Army for help,
and the subsequent repression cost the lives of about fifty-five people.19 In the
aftermath of this defeat, Eastern workers were in effect powerless to change their
conditions, while West German unionists concentrated their collective bargain-
ing on gaining the forty-hour week, higher wages, and other benefits. In spite of
the ban of the KPD, there remained a latent potential for protest in the Federal
Republic, especially on the far left margins of the working class.
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Even more widespread were the protests against rearmament, since in ad-
dition to unionized workers they included clergymen, intellectuals, and Com-
munists. The GDR supported the “peace movement” in the West in order to
block the establishment of the Bundeswehr, without, however, tolerating simi-
lar objections in its own realm. In the Federal Republic, the first wave of op-
position between 1950 and 1952 was led by prominent pastors such as Martin
Niemöller and politicians like Gustav Heinemann, and concentrated on prevent-
ing the basic decision to rearm. After the failure of the European Defense Com-
munity, a second phase of the “St. Paul’s Church movement” of 1955 attempted
to prevent the Bundestag’s approval of NATO membership, with more than a
million demonstrators speaking out against the Paris treaties. A third stage of
protest actions was the “Campaign against Atomic Death,” seeking to prevent the
nuclear arming of the Bundeswehr. Set in motion by the “Göttingen Declaration,”
some 1,644,000 people voiced their fears of nuclear annihilation through a con-
certed petition drive between 1957 and 1958.20 Although the campaign collapsed
shortly after the Constitutional Court prohibited petitioning for referenda, this
extraparliamentary mass movement illustrated the power of an outraged public.

Another important, if much smaller, circle was composed of journalists, who
proved their solidarity following the government’s violation of free speech in
the Spiegel affair. This occurred when Rudolf Augstein’s personal vendetta against
the dynamic but unpredictable CSU defense minister Franz Josef Strauß culmi-
nated in the publication of an article entitled “Partially Ready for Defense” in
October 1962, exposing the inadequacies of the Bundeswehr. Angry about the
disclosure of secret information concerning the NATO maneuver “Fallex 62,”
which simulated the horrific consequences of a nuclear war in Central Europe,
Strauß immediately ordered the offices of the leading news magazine, Der Spiegel,
to be searched and his nemesis Augstein, as well as the author of the article,
Conrad Ahlers, arrested for high treason. When the opposition declared a “cri-
sis of the constitutional state” and even conservative papers such as the Frank-
furter Allgemeine Zeitung showed their outrage, the focus of the scandal shifted
from the issue of a supposed betrayal of secrets to an attack on the freedom of
the press. The public protests resulted in a coalition crisis between the CDU/
CSU and the FDP that ultimately forced Strauß to resign, while also damaging
the reputation of Adenauer, who covered for his defense minister too long.21 In
the media, this affair strengthened the tendency toward critical reporting.

The most influential attempt to provide a theoretical foundation for the wide-
spread discontent came from the “New Left,” which attacked both West German
affluence and East German party dictatorship. The concept of “a new socialist
movement of the left” was an allusion to the English journal New Left Review, put
out by the historian Edward P. Thompson and the cultural critic Raymond Wil-
liams, which propagated an unorthodox Gramscian Marxism. In Germany, the
Frankfurt School, under the leadership of the sociologist Theodor Adorno, and
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the Socialist League, a group of left Social Democrats and independent socialists
around Marburg political scientist Wolfgang Abendroth, stood behind similar en-
deavors.22 To provide a more up-to-date critique, the New Left focused on devel-
oping a fresh interpretation of the problem of alienation posited in Marx’s early
writings, which reacted to the subtle, but no less invidious, forms of exploitation
in a consumer society. Because the proletariat seemed mostly content with its share
of prosperity, hopes for a revolutionary class to confront this exploitation shifted
to the new intelligentsia of dissatisfied students and white-collar employees. With
the help of a critical media, they might form “a countervailing power,” expose the
lingering fascistic tendencies of capitalism with original strategies, and, as a re-
sult, mobilize the still disadvantaged workers.23

The student vanguard of critical Marxism was the Socialist German Stu-
dent League (SDS), an intellectual debating club that made the transition to
direct action in the mid-1960s. Having participated in labor conflicts and the
campaign against rearmament, most of its members, largely out of youthful
radicalism, refused to go along with the SPD’s ideological about-face in the
Godesberg Program, which recognized the social market economy and West-
ern integration. Forced to fend for itself after being disowned by the parent party
in October 1961, the SDS offered a fertile ground for a renaissance of unortho-
dox Marxism that refused to surrender its hopes for a fundamental change in
the existing order. Its activists debated a wide range of socialist classics, ranging
from V. I. Lenin to Rosa Luxemburg, as well as the work of newer social critics,
including C. Wright Mills, Herbert Marcuse, Wilhelm Reich, and Georg Lukács,
a heterogeneous ensemble from which they tried to fashion a contemporary
revolutionary theory. At the same time, they attacked the “brown past” of many
professors and began to rail against poor educational conditions by drafting a
“university memorandum.”24

The media paid even more attention to the self-conscious provocations of
a small, anti-authoritarian subculture in the artistic bohemia of a few large cit-
ies. Influenced above all by French existentialists and situationists, avant-garde
groups began forming, first in Schwabing, then later in Frankfurt and Berlin,
under the name Subversive Action, searching for ways to dramatize their loath-
ing for the “oppressive claustrophobia of the Adenauer period.” This kind of
individualistic rebellion attracted nonconformist youths—especially those who
sought to escape authoritarian discipline so they could experiment with freer
lifestyles and, not least of all, act out their sexual impulses. Dieter Kunzelmann,
one of the leading free spirits, wrote disarmingly about the founding of the first
commune: “We are trying here to set up a communist and situationist nucleus
within capitalist society.” The guardians of morality were above all angered by
the playful forms of protest that wished to provoke the established conventions of
middle-class society—for example, the appeal: “In all seriousness we demand a bit
of fun.”25 Although the revolutionary ideas of these anti-authoritarians remained
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vague, they nonetheless managed to develop new forms of protest with their origi-
nal “happenings” that exposed authoritarian patterns through exaggeration.

These diverse protest traditions coalesced in the extraparliamentary oppo-
sition, when critical intellectuals, left trade unionists, and radical clergy cam-
paigned with rebellious students against the passage of an Emergency Law in
parliament. The “Emergency Committee for Democracy” organized a mass
movement against a constitutional amendment that would enlarge the power
of the executive in national emergencies, because it feared that the FRG might
be undermined by emergency decrees just like the Weimar Republic had been.
At the Frankfurt Congress of 1966, the philosopher Ernst Bloch swore before
5,000 listeners that basic rights were being eroded: “We come together to nip
this development in the bud.”26 Since the SPD, as part of the grand coalition,
was also responsible for the draft, the protesters formed an Extraparliamentary
Opposition (APO) by organizing strikes, holding demonstrations, and, finally,
marching 60,000 people on Bonn in order to stop the legislation. In the end,
the hysterical fears of fascism proved to be exaggerated, since in its final form
the bill sharply curtailed the authority of the executive branch. By failing to
prevent the law, this campaign contributed to the alienation of young protest-
ors from parliament and the system it represented.27

In spite of the evident success of the Federal Republic, a considerable po-
tential for protest had nonetheless accumulated by the mid-1960s. The preferred
topics of self-criticism involved social inequalities in the distribution of wealth,
the inner emptiness of consumer society, the dangers of the nuclear arms race,
and threats to human rights. Within representative democracy, networks of
critical intellectuals, mass organizations of employees, nuclei of student agita-
tion, and forms of cooperation between critical voices had emerged that together
might sustain a social mobilization.28 In contrast, the GDR remained as quiet
as a cemetery in the years that immediately followed the construction of the
Berlin wall. After August 13, 1961, the SED succeeded in suppressing the last rem-
nants of anti-Communist criticism in the unions and churches and in eliminat-
ing all internal Marxist alternatives of a Trotskyite or other color by rigorously
deploying party control commissions.29 While in the East autonomous social
organization had generally been rendered impossible, in the West civil society
allowed tensions to vent themselves dramatically, as long as these did not be-
come a threat to the basic social, economic, and political order.

A Cultural Revolution

The plethora of competing attempts to explain the “68 movement” shows a
certain helplessness of intellectual commentators and academic observers in try-
ing to make sense of the generational revolt. Moreover, the inevitable exaggera-



Protesting Authority 163

tion in the media during rituals of remembrance has produced more retrospec-
tive nostalgia than analytical understanding, even among the original partici-
pants.30 The political polarization of interpretations, which range from horrified
condemnation of the rebels’ youthful terrorism via ambivalent verdicts of their
“successful failure” to praise for their liberating impact, has not exactly facili-
tated scholarly understanding, either.31 Sociological theories, positing the rebel-
lion of a “new class” of white-collar workers and social-psychological theses of an
all too “permissive upbringing” (red diaper theory), compete with political science
approaches to “new social movements” and pedagogic analyses of “youthful alien-
ation” in educational institutions.32 But scholars have only slowly come to real-
ize that this phenomenon needs also to be placed into a historical context in order
to achieve a more nuanced, multidimensional explanation with the help of de-
tailed descriptions.

The autobiographical allusions to abnormally strong generational tensions
between adults and young people at the beginning of the 1960s offer a first clue
to analysis. In the case of Dieter Kunzelmann in Bamberg, it was the endless
“guidelines, unfathomable rules, and reproaches of the schools,” as well as the
boredom of a safe apprenticeship at a bank, that led to the rejection of the “pre-
dictable middle-class way of life” and gave rise to “a downright revulsion against
any form of order, security, and uniformity.” For Inga Buhmann it was more
“the problems with my father,” as well as “our rejection of school and the teach-
ers,” not to mention the “mendacity and meanness of most people” and the
refusal of adults “to speak of happiness and sex.” With Rudi Dutschke, who lived
in the East German Luckenwalde, it was the attempt to resolve “the social ques-
tion and the question of faith,” as well as to understand the causes for the out-
break of the Second World War. For Friedrich-Martin Balzer in Islerlohn, by
contrast, it was the strong inner need to resist the “resigned rationality” that
accompanied becoming an adult as well as to find his own, independent way in
life.33

During the 1960s the normal problems of adolescence in many cases became
so pronounced that they ended with a symbolic break of some sort. On his
mother’s fiftieth birthday, the nineteen-year-old Kunzelmann ran away from
home, hitchhiked to Paris, and began the sobering life of a tramp, sleeping under
bridges at the Seine. Although remorsefully returning home a few months later,
he still managed to persuade his parents to fund him in a nonconformist life in
Schwabing. While Buhmann initially began a regular course of studies, she turned
to poetry, drifted into the Bohemian life, fell into the “nuthouse,” and became
a prostitute in Paris before she finally pulled herself together through political
engagement with the SDS. Dutschke confronted a surprised FDJ assembly with
critical views that forced him to decamp to West Berlin: “When I hear the word
‘shooting,’ a chill runs down my spine. Nobody wants war. The travel ban to
the West is a violation of personal freedom. All Germans should be brought
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together at one table.” Balzer shocked his graduation audience with an idealis-
tic valedictorian speech as well: “We want to be inconvenient to the powerful of
the world. We want to stand up bravely for justice. We want to be critical and to
doubt all that is offered to us as tried, true, and sacrosanct.”34

For liberal adults, the youth rebellion seemed a “highly curious occurrence”
that evoked mostly amazement but little understanding. In the weekly Die Zeit,
Marion Dönhoff contrasted it with the Czechs’ heroic fight for freedom, noting
that “a part of the youth generation that has inherited [democracy] at birth
dreams of a Soviet system, condemns pluralism, and hates liberals more than
fascists.” When this “childhood sickness” would not pass, Theodor Eschenburg,
the rector of the University of Tübingen, could not help but offer a negative
appraisal, despite his sympathy for the “need for freedom and emancipation”
among the young: “But more significant to me seemed to be the impulse to bad
behavior—since the struggle against convention was perhaps the most impor-
tant aspect of this revolution.” Behind this instinctive rejection lurked the dis-
appointment of an older generation that saw its civilizational accomplishment
of reclaiming the rule of law and self-government from the ashes of the Third
Reich insufficiently appreciated: “It was characteristic of the [younger] genera-
tion that it had grown up in the era of the economic miracle and could know
nothing from its own experience about the terrible times that Germany had gone
through before.”35

This discrepancy of perceptions points to a process through which individual
conflicts deepened so much that they exploded into a collective revolt that took
hold of almost an entire generation. When the inevitable “separation of youth
from the adult world” occurs publicly and collectively, “because the individual
biographical conflict [blends] with socio-economic contradictions,” a genera-
tional rebellion can take shape in which the confrontation becomes generalized
and emotionalized. In this process, the creation of solidarity—that is, the es-
tablishment of a self-proclaimed generational community, which is recognized
by others—has a central role.36 In comparison with the numerically strong but
mostly working-class “rowdies” (Halbstarke) of the 1950s, university and high
school students, as well as apprentices to trades, created a broader sense of gen-
erational solidarity, expressing itself both in life style and in political actions.37

To be sure, only a minority were truly active, but their confrontations energized
the majority of the age cohort and overcame, at least in part, the boundaries that
separated classes, genders, and indeed entire nations.38

One of the first areas of generational friction involved inadequate learning
conditions at the universities, which had been restored in their traditional form.
Prompted by Georg Picht’s complaints about the “crisis of education,” the United
Student Councils launched a campaign in the summer of 1965 to dramatize the
overcrowding that plagued institutions of higher learning.39 With the memo-
rable slogan of “Under academic gowns [grows] the mildew of thousands of
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years,” Hamburg students protested two years later against the “dictatorship
of the chairs”—that is, the authoritarian control of powerful professors. When
the Free University attempted to reimpose discipline in Berlin, students
objected to the “curtailment of their ‘democratic rights’” by heeding Peter
Schneider’s ironic call to “stop arguing and sit down on the floor in the hall.”
Since liberal professors did not prove radical enough for their tastes, activists
founded a “critical university” of their own that would offer a “permanent cri-
tique of the universities,” as well as promote “practical university reform.” At
the same time, they occupied their academic departments so as to force a
politicization of their respective curricula.40 Thus, out of the problems of every-
day student life developed a fundamental critique of the university as a social
institution.

A second point of contention was the German government’s support for
the American intervention in the Vietnamese civil war against the Communist
Vietcong. The presence of students from the Third World encouraged a roman-
ticized sympathy with anti-imperialistic liberation struggles against local dicta-
torships, such as Moise Tschombe’s rule in the Congo, that were propped up by
Washington. At the same time, the Vietnam War was the first conflict that was
carried live on television. West German audiences received a steady stream of
shocking images of American and South Vietnamese brutality, since similar shots
from the North Vietnamese could not be so easily obtained. A growing peace
movement could thus denounce the “tortures and killing of prisoners” in Saigon,
as well as the American use of “napalm bombs [and] poisonous chemicals.”
Students demonstrated against such “murder,” while pamphlets demanded that
the “Amis get out of Vietnam!” At the Frankfurt Vietnam Congress of the SDS
in 1966, Herbert Marcuse declared that “there is no need, neither strategic, tech-
nical, nor national, that could justify what is happening in Vietnam: the slaugh-
ter of the civilian population.”41 Ironically, the protests against the Vietnam War
criticized the Western superpower for disregarding its own ethic of civilization.

A third, somewhat vaguer cause for protest among young people was their
resentment of the “bourgeois conformity that characterized affluent society.”
Above all, sensitive adolescents criticized traditional middle-class virtues as lead-
ing directly to careerist conformity and idolized the disobedience of the artistic
avant-garde with the motto: “Stay Loyal, Stay German, Stay Dumb.” For many
young people, the fetishization of consumption by their elders, whose artificial
needs were spurred on by advertising, was an outrage from which they tried to
escape. Thus Dieter Kunzelmann interpreted the Brussels department-store fire
of 1967 as a Vietnamization of Europe by asking rhetorically, “When will the chain
stores in Berlin [begin to] burn?”42 The prudery and double standards of bour-
geois sexual morality also aroused much resentment. “We have to liberate sexu-
ality and at the same time rediscover the relevance of a sensual pornographic
literature.” Radical leaflets also scorned the possession of property as a petit
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bourgeois abomination: “If you want to leave your wallet at home, STEAL
WITHOUT CASH!”43 The logical consequence of such frustrations with adult
society was to drop out, to band together, and to develop an alternative lifestyle.

A final reason for generational alienation in Germany was the silence of the
fathers about their own involvement in the Nazi regime. Even if the rebels, like
Niklas Frank and Bernward Vesper, only rarely hailed from prominent families
who were linked with the National Socialists, many asked the disturbing ques-
tion: “Daddy, what did you do during the war?” If a son could counter the rep-
rimand “you misfit!” with the accusation “you member of the Hitler Youth!”
parental authority and discipline went out the window. More generally, the scan-
dalous discovery of numerous “brown” judges, politicians, and professors raised
the issue of the incompleteness of denazification and the continuity of compro-
mised institutions. A popularized Marxist analysis of fascism took the existence
of capitalism in the Federal Republic as proof of the quasi-Fascist character of
Western Democracy. Another flyer urged melodramatically: “Let’s end the fact
that Nazi racists, Jew-murderers, Slav-killers, and Socialist-executioners, that
the entire Nazi shit of yesterday, continues to pour its stench over our genera-
tion!” In a kind of after the fact anti-Fascism, the rebels therefore demanded a
“permanent ANTI-NAZI campaign. Let’s prepare a REVOLT against the Nazi
generation.”44

As a result of such different irritations, a considerable part of the younger
generation started to believe the slogan “trust no one over thirty!” Already in
the 1950s, conflicts between rebellious youths and adults had flared up around
questions of lifestyle such as wearing jeans and listening to rock music. Even in
the GDR, repeated confrontations about such issues emerged among the gen-
erally more docile children of the republic who were born after 1949. But in the
1960s when such generational conflicts became politicized, they turned these
normal tensions into a fundamental critique of Western society. An anonymous
poem from 1968 illustrates the close connection between lifestyle revolts and
political rebellion: “That you like beat music,/ want to dance and most of all to
fuck,/ that’s what I love.” Since some adults, behaving like superiors or Nazi block
wardens, might “have something against that,” the author warned: “Watch out
and bloody do something about it.” His call for anti-authoritarian protest, for
throwing eggs and blocking traffic, ended in a principled threat: “If the state
wants to spoil your/ dancing and your fucking,/ then smash the state!”45

These generational tensions inspired an attempt to create a counterideology
that eclectically assembled its social criticism out of various traditions of the Left.
Youthful theorization, however, was impeded by the fact that many critical ideas
had been obliterated by the Nazi dictatorship and thus first had to be painstak-
ingly reconstructed by contacts with survivors and forgotten treatises. More-
over, the SED regime, which had not truly been de-Stalinized, stood as a barrier
to Marxism, since it not only persecuted its own dissidents but also gave social-
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ism a bad name due to its bigoted provincialism. While some of the movement’s
leading minds, such as Rudi Dutschke and Hans-Jürgen Krahl, read voraciously
in order to extract from sociological texts a critical understanding of the present,
they hardly came close to achieving theoretical formulations that possessed any
real interpretive strength. While their views became more and more radical as
the intensity of the conflict grew, they nonetheless remained too focused on the
situation at hand to convey any lasting insights.46 The 1968ers are thus perhaps
best understood as a movement in search of theoretical answers that possessed
a contextual and instrumental relationship to ideology

Despite previous disappointments, Marxism remained the reference point
of all ideological work, since the long struggle of the labor movement had made
it synonymous with social emancipation from oppression. Out of a feeling of
personal alienation, many rebels became interested in the writings of the young
Karl Marx, which dealt explicitly with this topic. GDR refugees, such as Rudi
Dutschke and Bernd Rabehl, had been forced to study the works of Lenin in
school, of course. But because of the Stalinization of the Soviet Union, they now
preferred the insights of unorthodox Communists such as Leo Trotsky, Rosa
Luxemburg, and Nikolai Bucharin. Even more relevant seemed to be the ideas
of neo-Marxists such as Georg Lukács, Ernst Bloch, and Herbert Marcuse, since
they analyzed “late capitalist society” in order to accelerate its coming dissolu-
tion. As the movement grew more radical, the slogans of Mao Tse-tung, Che
Guevera, and Frantz Fanon also gained influence as the revolution ostensibly
shifted its focus to the anti-imperialistic periphery.47 Although the SDS draped
its calls for revolutionary change in popular Marxist language, its attempts to
work out a theory of revolution for an affluent society ultimately failed due to
its fixation on the unwilling workers.

Another theoretical impulse derived from the social-psychological concepts
of anti-authoritarianism that called for a change in interpersonal relations. First
formulated by Franfurt School theorist Theodor Adorno during his exile in the
United States, this criticism sought to identify traits of an “authoritarian person-
ality” whose fixation on bourgeois virtues made it susceptible to the temptations
of fascism. His colleague Max Horkheimer expanded this concept into a critique
of the integral, “authoritarian state,” which had abandoned the tactics of open re-
pression associated with dictatorship and moved toward the more subtle suppres-
sion of democracy. Also important was the rediscovery of Wilhelm Reich, who,
with an amalgam of Marx and Freud, criticized bourgeois prudery and thus seemed
to legitimize the youthful desire for freer sexuality. But the key text of the 68 move-
ment was Herbert Marcuse’s book The One-Dimensional Man, which denounced
the evolution of capitalism from a welfare state to a technological warfare state
and argued that its “repressive tolerance” could only be broken through “extra-
legal” resistance.48 Taken together, these assorted writings furnished a vocabulary
of protest that seemed to lend intellectual justification to the youth revolt.



168 Contradictory Modernization

An often ignored, but nevertheless crucial, aspect of the theoretical debate
was, finally, the problem of mass democracy within a capitalist society. The
entrance of the SPD into the Grand Coalition shocked intellectuals because it
left the Bonn government “without an opposition,” thus rendering it incapable
of reform. The Berlin sociologist Johannes Agnoli therefore drew much atten-
tion with his Marxist critique of parliamentarianism when he argued that the
pretense of pluralism only masked the true nature of power relations in the
FRG.49 As an alternative, progressive historians rediscovered the council form
of direct democracy that had briefly appeared during the revolution of 1918–1919.
Unlike the current parliamentary system, it would allow for direct citizen par-
ticipation in a revolutionary situation and provide for a more spontaneous
expression of their political will.50 But the refusal of the masses to follow a revo-
lutionary minority posed the crucial question of how to achieve further democ-
ratization—through direct action, the formation of revolutionary cadres, or, as
moderates preferred, a “long march through the institutions?” Although the
demand for more “direct democracy” informed most appeals to one degree or
another, it was not always clear what that was supposed to mean.51

The impact of this ideological cocktail, drawn from unorthodox Marxism,
anti-authoritarian psychology, and notions of participatory democracy, was
rather ambivalent. To be sure, the basic orientation did foster some genuinely
positive developments: Marxist rhetoric fostered a social critique and greater
solidarity with the Third World; anti-authoritarian thinking, moreover, encour-
aged personal nonconformism, sexual liberation, and communitarian lifestyles;
and participatory impulses justified criticism of existing institutions as well as
direct forms of mobilization. But the negative effects of these impulses were just
as serious: The continual repetition of Marxist phrases created a simplified un-
derstanding of social conflict, while at the same time nourishing false hopes of
new revolutions. The anti-authoritarian gestures, repudiating middle-class vir-
tues, destroyed interpersonal civility and deepened individual life crises. Finally,
the illusions of grass-roots democracy paralyzed entire universities through
demands for co-determination, while also lowering the quality of instruction.
Despite all attempts to create a “revolutionary-scientific analysis,” the lack of a
mature theoretical base ultimately hastened the movement’s demise.52

By contrast, more innovative were the movement’s mobilization strategies
and protest techniques that attempted to unmask power through symbolic ini-
tiatives. These nonviolent forms of criticism derived mostly from the American
civil rights movement that, much like youthful consumer styles, quickly migrated
from Berkeley to Berlin. German demonstrators thus liberally borrowed English
terms such as “sit-ins,” “teach-ins,” and “happenings” to supplement their own
evolving vocabulary of protest. The playful character of the protests continu-
ally surprised the forces of law and order, since they were only prepared for the
orderly demonstrations of the workers’ movement and the political parties, not
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for the spontaneous, chaotic, and colorful productions put on by students. The
conspicuous helplessness of the police inspired the protestors to come up with
ever new ideas, so that frustrated officials always seemed to lag one step behind
in their reactions.53 Yet in practice, nonviolent protest methods required the
functioning of a public sphere, guaranteed by the rule of law, and thus relied
directly on the same civic culture that they theoretically rejected. Indeed, the
absence of such conditions prevented a comparable movement, despite some
lifestyle tensions, from developing in the GDR.

The banners, placards, and slogans of the revolt displayed a surprising wit
and irony. No doubt some boring sayings such as “Learn from the people to serve
the people” recalled the stale rallies of the SED. But slogans such as “Professors
are paper tigers” and “By day they are cops, at night they are flops” were emi-
nently more effective in making fun of the authorities. Appropriating the meth-
ods of the police, while at the same time inverting their meanings, was another
successful tactic. As a show of solidarity with Iranian revolutionaries, for instance,
protestors printed a poster that read “MURDER: Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlawi
is wanted for murder and torture.” Another placard indicted the “commander
of the West Berlin Police, SS-Werner,” for the “murder of Ohnesorg.”54 By car-
rying red flags and images of Mao, Che, and Ho like monstrances, activists imi-
tated Catholic processions so as to ridicule the anti-Communism that prevailed
in the West. Perhaps most original of all were symbolic actions such as escort-
ing a single demonstrator with hundreds of so-called marshals. During the sol-
emn state funeral for the Social Democrat Paul Löbe, Kunzelmann, clad in a
white nightshirt, sprang from a coffin carried along in the procession and began
distributing leaflets.55

The nonviolent forms of protest sought to circumvent official prohibitions by
using unconventional methods and to unnerve the custodians of order by “breaking
the established rules of unreasonable power.” The tactic of the sit-in, so successful
in the U.S. civil rights struggle, effectively blocked the movement of nonpartici-
pants, although it entailed little more than placing bodies on benches, on steps,
and in hallways. Moreover, once people began sleeping on the floors, the sit-in could
turn into an occupation of an institute that could last for days or even weeks. More
popular yet at the universities was the teach-in as a way to agitate against the Viet-
nam War, because this method attempted to convey a subversive viewpoint on a
contested issue in an emotionalized form. Finally, activists engaged in a series of
novel street protests such as “strolling demonstrations” of groups that could form
and dissolve over and over again to get around a ban on demonstrations in the
literal sense.56 The conspicuous peacefulness of the participants made it difficult
to prevent the protests or to remove the demonstrators, because in doing so the
police forces would appear to bystanders as the aggressors.

Due to the inequality of respective resources, the “confrontation with state
authority” consciously intended to provoke repression so as to unmask the
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oppressive nature of its power. “With provocations we can create a public space
for ourselves,” Rudi Dutschke argued, “in which we can spread our ideas, our
wishes, and our needs. Without provocation we will not be noticed at all.” Trans-
gressions of university rules were meant to lead to expulsions and disciplinary
proceedings in order to unleash still more protests, because they would increase
the feeling among students that their wishes were not taken seriously by the
administration. This mechanism functioned similarly on the street. When armed
police forcefully arrested young demonstrators for a minor violation of order,
the fascistic character of the state would become apparent to all observers. Like-
wise, by demonstrating the absurdity of such trifling offenses during court pro-
ceedings, defendants tried to expose the authoritarian character of the judicial
system.57 In time, the strategy of provoking repression led to the formation of a
choreographed ritual between the initiatives of the protestors and the reactions
of the police, in which each side seemed to play a preordained part.

The media reporting that directed the attention of the majority public to
the actions of the minority protesters contributed decisively to the spread of
the movement. Above all, the alarmist and disparaging headlines carried by
newspapers of the Springer Verlag, especially the sensationalized tabloid BILD,
aroused the populace against the protests: “If you produce terror, you have to
bear its harsh consequences.” Although leftist newspapers offered more nuanced
coverage, the SDS called for the creation of “an informative alternative public
sphere” that would be able to convey its own critical version of events through
leaflets and samizdat literature.58 More important yet were the images that spread
their message on TV and the front pages without needing any words: Photo-
graphs of uniformed policemen, faces flushed with anger, clubbing down peace-
ful, well-dressed students suggested an excessive use of state violence. In contrast,
pictures of long-haired, drug-using communards, stone-throwing hooligans, and
wounded West German policemen reinforced the fears of upright citizens.59 The
sensationalized news coverage and controversial commentary brought this new
kind of symbolic politics into the lives of nonparticipants and shaped the opin-
ion of bystanders.

Despite adult skepticism, the new forms of protest enabled the movement
to spread, intensify, and radicalize remarkably quickly between 1966 and 1968.
While the demonstrations began in large cities such as Berlin, Frankfurt, Munich,
and Hamburg, they soon reached smaller university towns, including Göttingen,
Marburg, Heidelberg, and Tübingen, and finally spread to new locations like
Bochum and Bielefeld, whose institutions were still in the process of emerging.
Stimulated by dramatic events like the killing of Benno Ohnesorg, the number
of participants also grew, allowing the movement to extend into other social
circles like apprentices, as well as new age cohorts like high-school pupils. This
dramatic growth turned the heads of leaders like Rudi Dutschke who had ini-
tially aimed at creating a “revolutionary opposition” and as a result began to
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believe in the feasibility of a “revolutionary seizure of power.”60 Nevertheless,
the rebels could not realize this hope because the Bonn government, unlike its
besieged counterpart in Paris, was never really endangered, and society, unlike
in Chicago, was not as deeply split. Most important, the system itself, unlike in
Prague, was never fundamentally called into question by anything close to a
majority of the population.

Propelled by provocative campus protests, an intellectually diffuse move-
ment emerged by the late 1960s, in which thousands of students came together
in common action. The civil rights movement against racial discrimination in
the United States, whose ideas and methods were conveyed through direct con-
tacts, served as its primary model. But the German student revolt was also stimu-
lated by the attempts of the anarchist Dutch Provos to liberate themselves from
bourgeois constraints through the “revolutionizing [of] everyday life.” At the
same time, complaints about the “misery of the university,” proven by the “mis-
ery of those who have to study there,” combined with older pacifist traditions
calling for the “Amis” to “get out of Vietnam!”61 Through the Marxist theoriz-
ing of the SDS, a limited academic critique of “poor working conditions with
miserable lectures, mindless seminars, and absurd examination requirements”
gradually grew into an assault on the “liberal democratic order” in general. Thus
an initial demand for more “self-organization” of students and greater voice in
social discussions developed into a call for a fundamental change of the politi-
cal system.62

Though the SDS strategy of “active disobedience” carried the message into
wider circles, the actual breakthrough to a mass movement occurred only with
the tragic death of a student in the summer of 1967. Sophisticated leaflets criti-
cized democracy as an empty shell, and happenings such as the pudding attack
on U.S. Vice President Hubert Humphrey made the apparatus of state power
look ridiculous.63 But only when the frazzled officer Karl-Heinz Kurras shot the
student Benno Ohnesorg during the anti-Shah demonstration in front of the
West Berlin opera house, did a more general mobilization take place. “June 2nd
was decisive for me and many others,” Inga Buhmann described her shock.
“Until then I had always hesitated about whether I should really become in-
volved. All at once, it became clear and irrevocable.” When Mayor Heinrich
Albertz tried to cover up the responsibility of the police, thousands of students
attended spontaneous funeral services, adult intellectuals proclaimed their sym-
pathy, and rebellious high-school pupils showed their solidarity with the move-
ment. The SDS concluded that “the post-Fascist system in the FRG has become
a pre-Fascist one” and called for closer cooperation between all of its opponents
so as “to attack the capitalist oligarchy’s positions of power in the economy,
public sphere, and in the state apparatus itself.”64

During the winter of 1967–1968, “direct actions” led to a rapid radicalization,
making the movement increasingly embrace “revolutionary counterviolence”
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against the state. The impatient rebels began to go beyond their cautious men-
tors, provoking a disappointed Jürgen Habermas to reproach them with “fas-
cism of the left.” During demonstrations against hated symbols like America
Houses, protestors took to hurling cobblestones at windows, since “only an act
of destruction is an act of liberation.”65 Public attention climaxed with the Ber-
lin Vietnam Congress in February 1968 where delegates from around the world
called for “the creation of a second revolutionary front against imperialism in
its metropolitan centers” through the “fight for revolutionary solutions in busi-
nesses, offices, universities, and schools.”66 But on April 11, the smear campaign,
waged by the tabloid BILD against the student rebels, claimed another victim
when the neo-Nazi Josef Bachmann shot their charismatic leader Rudi Dutschke
several times in the head: “We all felt deeply hurt and our indignation knew no
bounds.” This second bloody deed in the span of one year broke all inhibitions:
“There was no doubt as to who the truly guilty party was for this assassination.”
In Berlin, Hamburg, and Munich, outraged demonstrators stormed the build-
ings of Springer Verlag and set fire to delivery trucks.67

Despite “nonstop assemblies and demonstrations,” the protest movement
did not succeed in seriously challenging the power structure of the Federal Re-
public during the months that followed. The transformation of a “prerevolu-
tionary situation” into an actual revolution failed for a number of reasons:
Although labor conflicts in factories led to several wildcat strikes, union orga-
nizers in the DGB refused to join the cause, since they wanted to jeopardize
neither their material benefits nor their political influence.68 At the same time,
the APO campaign against the emergency laws in May 1968 absorbed all ener-
gies when it sponsored a march on Bonn so as to prevent their passage with
pressure from thousands of demonstrators. The disappointment was thus all the
greater when the Federal Parliament paid no attention to the massive protests
and approved the bill nonetheless.69 Finally, the various factions in the SDS found
it increasingly difficult to agree on which strategy they should follow—a prin-
cipled opposition within the system or an armed struggle in the metropolitan
centers in the style of urban guerrillas.70 The mobilization of the academic mi-
lieu thus met its limits in the reluctance of labor unions to join and the resis-
tance from political parties against its demands.

The failure of the attempt to seize power triggered a rapid ideological and
organizational fragmentation that imploded the movement as quickly as it had
grown. The passage of the emergency laws deprived the APO of its common
cause, since it illustrated the ineffectiveness of extraparliamentary opposition,
as well as the exaggeration of its underlying fears. When “the glorious Red Army”
brutally crushed the attempt at “socialism with a human face” in Prague in
August of 1968, radical circles were “greatly disillusioned” since the USSR had
ignored all protests of its Western sympathizers.71 Moreover, the so-called Battle
on Tegeler Weg, occasioned by the honor court trial of the leftist lawyer Horst
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Mahler, proved to be a pyrrhic victory for the rebels, fighting in the midst of
tear gas, who injured over a hundred policemen with stones. Afterward, law
officers were outfitted with protective helmets and shields, thereby reversing the
balance of power on the streets. The core of the movement, the SDS, which had
been rendered leaderless by Dutschke’s slow convalescence abroad, quietly dis-
solved in 1969, because it never came up with a unified response to the confus-
ing situation brought on by declining support.72

The cardinal problem, on which unified action of the Left foundered, was
the question of violence that became urgent in the winter of 1968–1969. The
example of the Parisian May and the street battles in Chicago tempted hard-
core radicals to organize an effective “counterviolence” against the police, as well
as to confront the “structural violence” of the system with at least “violence
against things,” although this strategy seemed more anarchist than Marxist.73

In the search for ideological clarification of the current class relationships, com-
peting ideological groups formed that were oriented in part on Maoism, in part
on Trotskyism, and in part on Stalinism. However, their attempt to gain a wider
basis in the oppressed proletariat by organizing in factories rarely met with suc-
cess. The reestablishment of a West German Communist Party, the DKP, which
was controlled and financed by the SED, offered yet another alternative. But
joining it would entail subordination to “the real existing socialism” of the GDR,
which most Western radicals rejected.74 In wall posters, assemblies at institutes,
and individual actions, these rival “K-groups” (Communist splinter groups)
fought each other bitterly and, by assuming sectarian characteristics, rendered
themselves increasingly irrelevant.

A More Liberal Society?

Although the student movement rapidly disintegrated, the youth revolt had
profound consequences for political participation, social behavior, and cultural
styles. Already during the 1970s perceptive social scientists like Ronald Inglehart
began to notice a profound “value change” in the younger generation across all
Western societies that repudiated the traditional bourgeois norms of hard work,
cleanliness, and thrift. Instead, surveys discovered that young people preferred
“postmaterial” ideals, such as social equality, sexual freedom, and international
peace, and they became more hedonistic in their attitudes as well as tolerant of
a plurality of personal lifestyles. Conservative commentators like Gerd Langguth
considered this erosion of respect for traditional authority dangerous since it
threatened to upset the established order: “In this respect one has to judge the
influence of the 68–movement especially critically.” More progressive observ-
ers like the Freiburg historian Ulrich Herbert argue instead that the long pro-
cess of sociopolitical “liberalization” in Germany culminated with this shift in
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values and the new social movements of the 1970s.75 These contradictory evalua-
tions raise the question: What were the actual effects of the generational revolt?

The critics of the 1968 upheaval can point to a considerable amount of evi-
dence that supports their negative evaluation. To begin, the effect of the revolt
on the place where it all started, the universities and schools, proved to be highly
problematic. For instance, occupying institutes in order to “transform the study
of German literature into a productive force of enlightenment” sought to force
research and teaching into a Marxist ideological mold. But coming up with new
curricula and developing radical theories beyond the Frankfurt School demanded
much intellectual effort that could only rarely be mustered, even if new leftist
organs such as the Berlin tageszeitung (taz) added a fresh voice to the media.76

Ironically, the co-determination of student and staff in educational decisions tied
up institutional governance in endless meetings, a general repudiation of disci-
pline undermined educational standards in the schools, and the ideologicalization
of intellectual approaches led to a decline in scholarly creativity. But the turn from
action toward analysis also inspired some rebels to undertake a new, and ultimately
more successful, project of a “long march through the institutions.”77

Another questionable aspect was the exaggeration of an anti-authoritarian
stance that claimed to liberate the individual and thereby renew society from the
ground up. Often the rejection of bourgeois values just turned into sloth, dirti-
ness, and generally uncouth behavior. Typically, Kunzelmann’s spectacular com-
munes I and II fell apart due to the egotism of their founder, quarrels stemming
from sexual licentiousness, and overexposure in the media. Moreover, when
money was short, some nonconformists began to occupy empty tenements and
other buildings, which soon developed into unpoliced “liberated zones” where all
kinds of experiments such as freer sexuality were permitted. Not only did their
ratty appearance offend most adults, but also such places began to attract petty
criminals and to spawn occasional violence. When the use of drugs was added to
the mix, which, as Bernward Vesper depicted in his cult novel Die Reise, went from
the relatively harmless smoking of joints to heavy acid trips, the consequences often
became deadly. At the same time, some entrepreneurs discovered the youth mar-
ket, commercializing rock music, t-shirts, and other accoutrements, and, as a re-
sult, exploited the alternative lifestyle for their own gain.78

Even more problematic were the orthodox Marxists in the K-groups, since
they got stuck in a fundamentalist opposition to “the system.” Due to the ex-
pansion of the welfare state, their expectation that social contradictions in the
industrialized countries would intensify proved to be illusory, while the admired
anti-imperialist liberation movements turned out to be left-wing developmen-
tal dictatorships, which oppressed their opponents as mercilessly as their reac-
tionary counterparts. While doctrinaire rivalries in interpreting the Marxist
classics prevented common action, they could never entirely disprove the sus-
picion that they were being financed by the SED. Finally, the Communist Party’s
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“complete break with reality” led to a sect-like isolation from the majority of
students. Although Maoists and Trotskyites continued to dominate elections in
the social science departments, they were increasingly pushed to the margins
and never gained a wider following, not even by going to work in the factories.
As Peter Schneider portrayed in his novella Lenz, Marxist involvement thus
became a rite of passage for intellectuals that afterward was to be forgotten as
quickly as possible.79

The most dangerous product of student radicalism was the drift of some
activists into terrorism, dressed up with Marxist phrases. The Berlin “hash rebels”
and Frankfurt “Spontis” started to assemble Molotov cocktails—affectionately
called “Mollis”—used, for example, to set fire to the offices of the Springer Verlag
as they engaged in a furtive game with the police under the cover of darkness.
While arrests in the wake of denunciations and house searches were able to take
individual activists temporarily out of commission, such police “repression”
actually increased youth subculture’s fascination with dramatic actions. The
decisive step toward violence against people was the spectacular liberation of
the petty hoodlum Andreas Baader, organized by the gifted journalist Ulrike
Meinhof.80 When they used weapons to spring the prisoner from a courtroom,
the radicals were forced to go underground. This break with legality led to fur-
ther criminalization by leading the group to rob banks to obtain money for still
more terrorist attacks. A small minority of “Leninists with guns” thus made the
decision to use violence explicitly. This Red Army Faction (RAF) proved capable
of shaking the Bonn Republic but never came close to bringing it to its knees.81

Ultimately, the terrorist glorification of violence discredited itself through
its inhumane disregard for human life. To be sure, the RAF, the June 2nd Move-
ment, and other successor groups managed to organize a series of spectacular
attacks that were initially excused by intellectual circles as a kind of extralegal
defense against neo-Fascist tendencies. But the massive response of “armed
democracy”—such as sealing off the government district in Bonn with concrete
barriers, extending personal protection to leading managers or politicians, and
rigorously searching for perpetrators by the police—made further successes in-
creasingly difficult for the terrorists. The high point of the confrontation came in
the “German Autumn” of 1977. The murder of the president of the League of
Employers Schleyer, the liberation of a highjacked passenger plane in Mogadishu,
and the controversial suicides of Baader and Meinhof, ultimately had a sobering
effect. With the “Mescalero Declaration” the radical scene disavowed further vio-
lence, while sympathizing intellectuals distanced themselves from assassination
attempts, so that the terrorists lost their support structure and were isolated.82 Due
to the failure of the strategy of violence, the rest of the Spontis, including Joschka
Fischer, slowly found their way back to the constitutional state.

Countering this long list of strictures, defenders of the liberalizing impact of
the generational revolt could also point to some important positive consequences.
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To begin, the Social-Liberal coalition succeeded in reintegrating the moderate
democratizers into the political system because Brandt’s programmatic pledge
to “to risk more democracy” addressed their reform wishes and his attempt at
reconciliation with the Eastern neighbors (Ostpolitik) ended the Cold War con-
frontation, thus seeming worthy of support. Moreover, the expansion of edu-
cation through founding new high schools and universities opened up creative
possibilities for an entire cohort of young academics who could thereby con-
tribute to the transformation of the curricula. In Bremen, critical pedagogues
were able to found a “democratic-progressive teachers’ league,” institute “new
school subjects, openness in grading, democratic school institutions,” and re-
juvenate the faculty as well as administration. In addition, they stimulated “ini-
tiatives for comprehensive schools” and were able to compel the founding of a
more liberal university. “Suddenly, there was more air to breathe.”83 For these
moderate activists, the Brandt-Scheel government’s receptiveness for innovat-
ing and expanding social policy seemed to offer evidence of the Federal Republic’s
ability to reform.

The cultural anti-authoritarians also advanced some constructive changes in
lifestyles with their aura of anarchical “fun.” Youthful appearances transformed
to a remarkable degree: While students who participated in the sit-ins of the mid-
1960s were serious, well-groomed, and smartly dressed, five years later they
behaved casually and provocatively, had long hair, and wore tattered jeans.84

Moreover, the commune’s practice of unrelated young people living together soon
spread for financial reasons, so that Wohngemeinschaften, or “living communi-
ties,” proliferated, especially in the large cities. In matters of sex, young people
enjoyed their newfound freedom most, shedding the restrictive conventions of
bourgeois respectability. Especially in larger urban areas, “anti-authoritarian is-
lands” formed that established a “scene” of alternative bars, shops, and social ini-
tiatives in some neighborhoods—an unregulated space for experiments, which
almost magically attracted the next generation of high school pupils and appren-
tices.85 Since it accommodated the youthful need for freer development, this
liberalization of lifestyles slowly brought about a broader change in values, while
local initiatives laid the basis for the development of new social movements.

Another positive change was the initiation of a new women’s movement
that aimed at greater equality between the genders. It all began during an SDS
meeting in which Helke Sander, tired of making coffee, threw tomatoes at the
patriachical activists in a symbolic effort to cast off women’s passive role as an
object of male desire.86 The public got involved through the dispute over abor-
tion, when Alice Schwarzer and dozens of other prominent women admitted in
a newspaper advertisement that they had aborted their fetuses. The Social-Liberal
coalition liberalized the law in 1974, but it was struck down by the German su-
preme court. Women advocates did not give up, however, and they got the
Bundestag to work out a compromise, allowing abortions in the first trimester
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under special medical and social conditions. Feminist activists pushed not only
for greater legal equality but also for more educational opportunities and chances
in the job market. Moreover, they founded self-help networks with equality
officers (Frauenbeauftragte), women’s houses, and informal kindergartens, cre-
ating a wide-ranging support system.87 In spite of some separatist exaggerations,
the new feminism gradually did gain a greater political voice and achieved more
personal freedom for women in the Federal Republic.

A further positive consequence of the generational rebellion was the devel-
opment of a strong ecology movement. Germans were particularly sensitive to
environmental problems because they had a long tradition of protecting nature,
called Naturschutz.88 The warnings of authors like Rachel Carson and the memo-
randum of seventeen scientists on “the limits of growth,” sponsored by the Club
of Rome, resonated strongly in the Federal Republic where the effects of eco-
logical deterioration were felt quite directly in this densely settled country. In-
tellectuals like the ethical socialist Erhard Eppler therefore pleaded for giving
the quality of life priority over further economic growth. At the same time, citi-
zens, upset by the insensitivity of technocratic planning, began to gather in spon-
taneous protests to resist the destruction of their neighborhoods as was being
done by razing old buildings in the name of “urban renewal” and constructing
highways for “traffic improvement.”89 The preservation of local neighborhoods
against the decisions of government bureaucrats and business interests led to a
series of symbolic confrontations in which citizens opposed prestige projects that
would infringe on the quality of their daily lives.

The failure of elected authorities to respond to such civic needs triggered
the development of a series of grass-roots movements that spread beyond the
local level and created wider national and transnational networks. Public offi-
cials proved especially inept in handling the issue of nuclear power, which trig-
gered eschatological fears that any large malfunction of commercial plants would
produce a devastation similar to the A-bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
These quickly growing citizen initiatives were a strange coalition between local
farmers, city residents, committed students, leftwing intellectuals, and other
idealists who adopted the nonviolent protest methods, learned from the civil
rights movement, even if a radical fringe was all too willing to meet repression
with violence of its own. Believing in technological progress, the established
parties like the SPD lacked any strategy for dealing with this civic unrest. As a
result of not receiving a hearing, a minority of radical activists began to occupy
nuclear construction sites in places like Wyhl and Brokdorf and create “free
communities,” thereby violating property laws in the self-appointed service of
a higher cause.90

The spectacular growth of the peace movement followed a similar trajec-
tory from local initiatives to national, even transnational, coalition building.
When the NATO dual track decision of 1979 threatened another round in the
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arms race, domestic concerns over nuclear accidents combined with lingering
memories of the world wars into an all-consuming fear of a nuclear Armaged-
don, which would make the whole globe go up in flames. Since the issue had a
“special importance” for a country “located at the border between two alliances,”
many trade unions, churches, and youth groups passed resolutions in favor of
peace. More than 4 million people eventually signed the Krefeld appeal that
denounced the proliferation of atomic weapons and called for a halt to arma-
ments, without equally engaging their cause—the Soviet deployment of inter-
mediate SS-20 missiles. The movement culminated in October 1981, when about
300,000 frightened citizens marched on Bonn to demonstrate “for disarmament
and détente in Europe.”91 Though these protests split the SPD and led to the
resignation of Chancellor Schmidt, his successor Helmut Kohl refused to yield
in “this crucial question,” and the Bundestag voted to deploy the Pershing II
missiles to redress the strategic imbalance on the western side.92

In spite of such heated confrontations, the Federal Republic eventually man-
aged to channel these new social movements back into regular politics through
the foundation of a new political party. After scoring some local successes, in Janu-
ary 1980 the diverse initiatives coalesced into the Green Party, which propounded
an ecological, social, participatory, and pacifist program. Though riven by ideo-
logical disputes between value conservatives and leftist radicals, as well as by ideo-
logical idealists and political pragmatists, the new party attracted a well-educated
and youthful following due to a pervasive climate of nuclear fear that combined
ecological concerns with a profound longing for peace.93 Moreover, scientific evi-
dence of the dying of forests due to acid rain demonstrated that industrial capi-
talism needed a fundamental course correction, if decent living conditions for
plants, animals, and human beings were to be maintained. By the mid-1980s, the
Green Party managed to gather enough votes to make former youthful rebel
Joschka Fischer into the first Hessian minister for ecology, clad in jeans and
tennis shoes. The subsequent nuclear disaster of Chernobyl thus seemed like a
confirmation that traditional politicians had “failed.”94

The changes initiated by the generational revolt were so profound that their
Christian-conservative opponents were unable to reverse most of them when
the CDU returned to power in 1982. A majority of adults and a minority of career-
oriented young people in religious groups and student fraternities had never
approved the criticism of the Federal Republic or the relaxation of lifestyles. For
the “League for the Freedom of Scholarship” and the Association of Christian
Democratic Students (RCDS), leftist attacks on the system had constituted a
“moral terror of ideologically fanaticized groups” that had to be fought as a
menace to culture. Finally, the formation of Helmut Kohl’s government in 1982
gave conservative opponents of radicalism the chance to proclaim their own
“spiritual-moral turn” against the legacy of 1968.95 But this change of course
could only register a few small successes, such as the restoration of professorial
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authority at the universities, because its actual measures never lived up to its
lofty expectations. To the disappointment of cultural conservatives, the democ-
ratization of the institutions and the transformation of lifestyles were already
too far advanced to be rolled back by a simple change in government.

Consequences of Failure

Decades after the dramatic events of 1968, this symbolic date continues to serve
as a marker of personal identity, dividing commentators into opposing cultural
camps. Stimulated by the rhetoric of successive anniversaries, former protago-
nists, now the “grandpas (Opas) of the APO,” have a tendency to mythologize
their acts of resistance, while their critics equally exaggerate the negative effects
of the rebellion. Those “shaped by the protests” like to point to their contribu-
tion to the democratization of institutions, relaxation of lifestyles, intensifica-
tion of attempts to deal with the Nazi past, completion of the social welfare state,
and emergence of new social movements. But those “hurt by the protests” stress
their conspicuous negative consequences; it is hard to deny an ideological stultifi-

cation through dogmatic Marxism, paralysis of the universities through commit-
tee work, loss of qualification by reducing academic standards, and glorification
of violence through terrorism.96 This cycle of glorification and condemnation
can only be broken by conscious attempts at historicization that inquire com-
paratively into the causes, course, and consequences of the movement for the
consolidation of civil society.97

The intellectual challenge therefore consists of transcending the contend-
ing memories in order to provide an analytical explanation of this generational
revolt that is able to account for its many contradictions. In retrospect, the in-
ternationality of the movement, which can be attributed to the integrative effects
of the media, as well as to personal experience (Daniel Cohn-Bendit in France,
Gretchen Klotz-Dutschke in America), remains impressive. Likewise, the inten-
sity of the ideological searching of the New Left, whose mixture of unorthodox
Marxism, anti-authoritarianism, and passion for direct democracy distinguished
it clearly from the older communism and socialism of the labor movement, does
not cease to astonish. Finally, the generational context, which despite a few adult
reference figures led the activists of an entire generation of youths into radical
antagonism toward their parents, is all too obvious.98 But in the German con-
text, the partial repression of memories of collaboration with the Nazi dictator-
ship and the division of the country into ideologically competing successor states
must also be mentioned as complicating circumstances. What, then, caused the
revolts, how did they unfold, and, in the end, what were their implications?

The simultaneity of the revolts in Berkeley and Berlin, Paris and Prague,
suggests that their causes are to be found in a transnational constellation of
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factors that transcended local contexts. The rebellion was a product of a post-
war generation that no longer had to worry about securing the basic needs of
life but could take a certain level of affluence for granted. As a result, critical
youths were able to perceive the difference between the political promises and
actual realities of modern civilization more keenly and did not have to content
themselves with the compromises of their parents. They thus experienced the
ideological polarization of the Cold War as increasingly restrictive and wanted
to break free of the conflicts between the superpowers that were shifting to the
Third World. This postwar cohort therefore reacted rather ambivalently to the
development of consumer society and popular culture, rejecting its ostensible
materialism and yet adopting commercial rock music and jeans as symbols of
protest.99 Because the traditional demands of the workers’ movement had largely
been satisfied through wage increases and other concessions, only restless col-
lege and high school students and some trade apprentices remained, along with
established intellectuals, to undertake spontaneous mass protests.

The course of the revolts, however, showed both the potential and the lim-
its of any attempt at revolution in modern mass society that was so completely
centered on generational conflict. The escalation of nonviolent protests of a
minority of activists to a movement that encompassed a good part of the entire
age cohort by provoking repression surprised even its leaders: “We lived as if
we were high,” one participant recalled, “and we believed that we could change
the whole world.” Intensified clashes with the police led to a radicalization of
the demands that went far beyond the reforming of universities and ending the
Vietnam War, by calling for greater freedom and equality for the entire society.
But in the decisive test of power, it became clear that the unions, despite a few
isolated strikes, would refuse to join in the rebellion because they did not want
to jeopardize their hard-won gains by making common cause with the revolu-
tionary romanticism of students. As a result, the parliamentary governments in
the West succeeded in shaking off the protests by passing partial reforms, while
in Czechoslovakia the Red Army had to intervene to restore “order.” In the af-
termath, there remained only the memory of May 1968 as an extraordinary
moment of mobilization, a fleeting chance to effect greater change.100

Nonetheless, political failure made possible a dismantling of authoritarian
structures, a spread of emancipated lifestyles, and a growth in political partici-
pation, all of which profoundly changed West German culture. The experience
of self-organization and nonviolent methods of protest laid the foundation for
the development of a “colorful and fantasy-filled protest and demonstration
culture.” The conflict-laden, partial reform of institutions that extended even
to the police changed both their internal climate and their behavior toward citi-
zens. The individual transformation of mentality liberalized social values toward
greater tolerance for unconventional lifestyles and unleashed a veritable “sexual
revolution.”101 The general absence of such changes in the GDR, which added
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to the difficulty of integration after reunification, illustrates the importance
of this gentle “cultural revolution” for the civilizing of the FRG. “The year
[1968] was like a firestorm that set ablaze everything that was conventional,
from Czechoslovakia to America, leaving behind a landscape in which much had
changed in the consciousness” of people. Despite some frightening terrorist
aberrations, the sociocultural impact of the generational revolt ultimately made
a vital contribution to the establishment of a more tolerant civil society.102



The sweeping sociocultural transformations of the 1960s established compet-
ing versions of modernity on both sides of the iron curtain. Neither the

defensive attempt at a “partial modernization” of Imperial Germany nor the con-
tradictory project of “reactionary modernism” in the Third Reich had succeeded
in combining technological progress and social tradition in such a way as to
reconcile their antithetic tendencies.1 After the postwar crisis, another effort
at modernization therefore took the notion of modernity as an unquestioned
model, since it alone promised a chance both to catch up with international
progress and to liberate oneself from the burden of an unpleasant past. In the
urban landscape this hectic endeavor remains apparent everywhere in the con-
trast between the simple makeshift buildings of the early 1950s that tried to offer
a roof over one’s head and the gleaming glass and concrete structures of the 1960s
that attempted to suggest a cosmopolitan sense of modernity. This frantic at-
tempt to modernize, however, brought with it all the problems of advanced
industrial society.2

The Cold War ironically demanded that the Germans choose between two
alternative models of modernization—socialism and capitalism. In this contest
the Soviet Union was able to draw on the revolutionary aura of the Marxist uto-
pia, the successes of Stalinist industrialization and collectivization, and the vic-
tory of the Red Army over the Wehrmacht. The Western powers, by contrast,
had to rely on the evolutionary attractions of political freedom, material afflu-
ence, and civil society, which, though less imposing, were more effective in the
long run.3 The greater intensity of personal encounters that resulted from casual
contacts with soldiers, the efforts of numerous intermediaries, and elaborate ex-
change programs increased the appeal of the West. In addition, the political bond
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to the NATO alliance and the economic integration with neighboring countries
resulted primarily from freely made decisions rather than from dictatorial de-
mands. Finally, American consumer society and popular culture promised greater
fulfillment for individual desires than the socialist subsidy of basic needs. Hence
the public on both sides of the iron curtain was generally inclined to choose the
West over the East.4

When compared to the dictatorship of the SED, West German parliamen-
tarianism also proved to be the more attractive political system. While it may
seem ironic that the anti-Fascist beginning in the East vociferously invoked
democracy, it rested on a Leninist understanding of the general will (volonté
générale), whereby the party was the vanguard of the working class that ruled in
the name of the people. The East German sociologist Detlef Pollack thus con-
siders “the absence of democracy and the resulting deficit of legitimacy” as the
chief cause of the GDR’s general backwardness.5 The West German parliaments,
by contrast, allowed for more open debate concerning fundamental questions,
a different distribution of power in the state diets, and the possibility of a change
of course through free elections. The integration of diverse interest groups,
achievements such as the economic miracle, and the chance to criticize the sys-
tem thus slowly convinced the populace of democracy’s capabilities. It also
helped that the Bonn system was able to pass diverse practical tests such as the
transfer of power, the rise of radicalism, and the advent of new social move-
ments.6 Unlike in the East, where citizens were limited to an acclamatory role
as spectators, West Germans enjoyed more influence on policy decisions at both
the national and local levels. As a result, the democratic system there showed
itself to be more capable of further development.

West German pluralism permitted the conflicts that accompanied these
social changes to be resolved more constructively than did its Eastern counter-
part of a welfare dictatorship. The systematic dismantling of civil society and
the middle class during the building of socialism had crippled voluntary orga-
nizations by placing them under the control of the SED, thereby effectively rob-
bing them of the possibility for autonomous interest representation. Differences
of opinion could only be debated within the party, or they were silenced through
repressive measures.7 In contrast, the recovery of civil society in the Federal
Republic allowed for the reconstitution of autonomous institutions and asso-
ciations that were able to articulate the varied wishes of their members. The
human rights set down in the Basic Law, moreover, furnished a public platform
for numerous protest initiatives to spread their ideas, attract followers, and influ-
ence politics. Within the public sphere of the West, the cultural revolutionary
departures of the 1960s were able to develop more effectively, challenge the
governing authorities, and, even though they failed to seize power, initiate an
anti-authoritarian transformation of values that, in the following decades, fun-
damentally changed the republic.8

Conclusion to Part II 183
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East German propaganda never tired of pointing out that the Federal Re-
public came to face the same social problems that afflicted other advanced in-
dustrial societies. In order to make its welfare dictatorship more palatable, the
SED continually warned its citizens of the danger of unemployment, and this
became a sad reality with the recessions of the 1970s. Yet another popular criti-
cism that confirmed the forced egalitarianism of the GDR was the inequality of
the “two-thirds” society in the West, in which the lowest third, comprised mostly
of the working poor, remained excluded from the blessings of affluence. East
German journalists also enjoyed denouncing the higher crime rate in the West
with their drastic portrayals of the consequences of drug abuse in order to cast
their own police state in a more positive light.9 In addition, West German crit-
ics complained about the mounting destruction of the environment through
unbridled motorization, industrialization, and urbanization.10 Growing criti-
cism of modernization’s negative consequences, however, was itself an indica-
tion of its powerful effect on the lived experience of Germans in the postwar
period.

Unlike the culturally pessimistic mandarins of the Weimar Republic, West
German intellectuals nonetheless welcomed this leap into modernity as an over-
due success of the civilizing process. Since it was revered as the legacy of the
Enlightenment, the notion of progress long remained uncontested, as the
changes that it set in motion were viewed as beneficial, not destructive. West-
ern commentators argued that the processes of Westernization, democratiza-
tion, and mobilization finally ended German deviance and transformed the
country into a normal member of Western civilization—except for its troubled
past. As a result, such elements of civil society as associational culture and urban
self-government, which had begun to develop previously, were now able to pre-
vail in all social and political areas.11 In contrast, it remained debatable to what
extent the command economy, social support, and cultural tutelage in the GDR
could also be considered “modern.” Since it dismisses the objections leveled
against it by postmodern and green critics, the tenacious adherence of key think-
ers such as Jürgen Habermas to the “project of modernity” illustrates just how
deeply the modernization of the 1960s has changed German identity.12
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The third great wave of change descended on Germany with unexpected
fury at the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s. Just as every-

thing seemed to be deadlocked, as the Federal Republic and the GDR had come
to terms with the division, Communism suddenly collapsed in Eastern Europe,
and East German citizens rebelled, demanding reunification with the West. On
unification day, October 3, 1990, domestic commentators had good reason to
celebrate the opening of the border, symbolized by the Berlin wall, and hail
the chance to share in the blessings of the social market economy, as well as the
extension of freedom and the rule of law, to the Eastern part of the country, pre-
viously denied these benefits. Even skeptical observers from abroad could wel-
come the recovery of full sovereignty for Germany, the reconstitution of a
chastened nation-state, and the international recognition of established borders.1

The conclusion of the Cold War permitted the resolution of problems left over
from the Second World War so that the postwar era could finally come to an
end. However, those new citizens of the Federal Republic who were most affected
by the reunification process were plunged into an unforeseen crisis, as many were
overwhelmed by the change of systems.2

Celebrating unification as a success story, as campaigning politicians were
wont to do, has nonetheless impeded an understanding of the manifold changes
that the process involved. Conservative commentators were especially happy to
interpret the “unexpected unity” as an affirmation of the Federal Republic, since
the majority of the East German populace had unambiguously chosen the West
German model.3 At the same time, even leftist circles considered the failure of
“real existing socialism” proof of the impossibility of the Communist experi-
ment, although a certain phantom pain over the lost dreams of a socialist utopia



tended to linger.4 Yet these opposing accounts often ignored the fact that the
collapse of communism encompassed the entire Soviet empire, that everywhere
the opposition struggled to reconstitute human rights, and that the reintegra-
tion of the Eastern European countries was a challenge for all of Europe.5 The
concentration on the special features of the German case, such as reconstitut-
ing instead of splitting the nation-state, transferring the Western system to the
East, and offering massive economic aid has at times threatened to overshadow
this wider European context of the post-Communist transition.

Thus a few problems ought to be singled out from the discussions of the
causes, courses, and consequences of the upheaval in 1989–1990 that are espe-
cially relevant to the consolidation of civil society in a comparative perspective.
Its “protective function” for the freedom of citizens against the illegitimate en-
croachments of the state might mark a first focus.6 Totalitarianism theory, which
emerged from the horrible experiences of the refugees fleeing National Social-
ism, highlights the repressive features of Communist dictatorship, which
applied particularly to the initial Stalinist phase, by stressing the systematic de-
struction of social self-organization.7 Its concentration on repression, however,
offers little guidance for analyzing the reemergence of individual dissidence and
of independent social groups from below. Indeed, such initiatives are more eas-
ily comprehended through the approaches of “everyday history” which empha-
size the “limits of dictatorship” in the “self-will” (Eigen-Sinn) of the governed
population.8 Despite the impressive features of the “democratic awakening”
during the fall of 1989, the ensuing transformation of the system in most affected
countries seemed to suffer from a continuing weakness in the newly emerging
structures of civil society.9

A second problem area, which results from the “community function” of
civil society points to the implications of reconstituting the nation-state. Should
the unexpected reemergence of a common state for all Germans prove to be an
occasion for a “renationalization”—that is, a revival of buried national tradi-
tions which some right-wing critics such as Karl Heinz Bohrer felt was long
overdue? Or did the German nation-state, as some postnational intellectuals
such as novelist Günter Grass claimed, pose a threat to domestic freedom and
peace in Europe through its very existence? Was a middle course of democratic
patriotism possible for the “difficult fatherland,” as the theologian Richard
Schröder called it, which would unite freedom with love of one’s country?10 The
international version of this identity debate revolved around the implications
of Germany’s greater responsibility in Europe, such as requests to participate in
military deployments and the primacy of orientation toward the United States
or integration into the European Union. How could the revival of ethnic na-
tionalism, observable in East-Central Europe, be reconciled with domestic plu-
ralism and European integration without provoking new internal repression or
hostility?11

186 After Hitler



A final area of conflict relates to the “socialization function” of civil society,
especially in the practice of civic virtues such as tolerance and cosmopolitanism.
One important measuring stick for the liberality of a democracy is how it deals
with “others,” whether they are fellow countrymen who return from abroad or
refugees from different cultures who would be more difficult to integrate. As a
result of the post-Communist migration movements, ethnic claims to citizenship
for migrants of “German ancestry” collided with moralistic imperatives to pro-
vide a refuge to asylum seekers, which were shaped in part by memories of flight
from National Socialism.12 What relative priority should be granted to the famil-
iar refugees from the GDR and somewhat related resettlers from Eastern Europe,
and to strange emigrants from the civil wars in the Balkans and truly foreign eco-
nomic asylum seekers from the Third World? The ambivalent reaction of the
enlarged Federal Republic, which has found it difficult to achieve a more open
attitude toward naturalization and immigration due to economic difficulties of
its own and older social prejudices, shows the clear limits of current tolerance.13

The problems issuing from communism’s collapse thus raise the question:
Have the changes after German unification contributed to the consolidation of
a “reflexive civil society?”14 Some indicators support an optimistic assessment.
Not only has the attraction of the second, Communist, dictatorship been broken,
but the question of the nation-state has been amicably resolved, although how
cosmopolitan the country ought to be has not yet been decided definitively. Other
noticeable advances involve the intermediary role of social self-organization and
the communication function of a pluralistic public sphere. Yet lingering difficulties
indicate the need for some skepticism as well. The intensity of Holocaust memo-
ries shows that older traumata continue to be influential due to the imposition
of changes in the postwar period, the controversial legacy of the 1960s, and the
incomplete tasks of the reunification crisis. Moreover, entirely new problems
have developed out of the globalization process that point to the economic and
political limits of the “German model.” Since it ought to be considered a nor-
mative “concept of expectation,” the civil society that has evolved over the last
five decades is therefore not an irreversible achievement but, rather, an ever-
changing challenge for the future.15

Challenges of Civil Society 187
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Abandoning Socialism

189

At the celebrations of the GDR’s fortieth anniversary in 1989, two “contrast-
ing demonstrations” suggested portents of its rapidly approaching demise.

Calls of “Gorbi, Gorbi” welcomed the Soviet guest of honor during the central
commemoration on October 6, and Gorbachev’s report on the Soviet reforms
reaped enormous applause. In contrast, his host Erich Honecker, in a “fragile,
thin voice,” praised the successes of the GDR and solemnly promised that so-
cialism would master its current challenges. Indeed, a festive torchlight proces-
sion of over 100,000 members of the FDJ suggested that the future of “our
country” was secure.1 But the mood was completely different the following
evening, when some 6,000 to 7,000 people in East Berlin publicly protested
against the SED, something that the GDR had not witnessed for decades. By
chanting “New Forum” and “Freedom of the Press” and demanding other basic
rights, the demonstrators rehearsed what would become a democratic uprising
in their own state. While the surprised police force was initially restrained, later
on that evening the Stasi and other security forces stepped in with brutal vio-
lence, beat the protestors, and arrested hundreds.2 What led to this challenge to
the East German state?

The GDR’s primary liability was its dependence on the other world power
of the Cold War, the Soviet Union. Because of the enormous price it had paid in
blood to overcome the Wehrmacht in the “Great Fatherland War,” the Red Army
believed it had earned the annexation of most of East Prussia and control over the
central region of Germany as its victory trophies. During their occupation, the
Russians initially assigned a higher priority to repairing war damages and guar-
anteeing protection against a third attack than to establishing a new client state.3

With its “truly unlimited . . . capabilities,” the Soviet system introduced in East
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Germany was therefore supposed to serve as a promising alternative to the cor-
rupt, capitalist West. However, it was not the revolutionary council commu-
nism of 1917–1918 but the late Stalinism of 1945–1953, with its cult of “the greatest
genius of our time,” that shaped the founding phase of the GDR and thereby
gave its structures a particularly repressive form.4 Therefore, the SED itself had
no choice but to denounce the latent resentment against “the Russians” as slan-
derous propaganda in order to defend “the progressive policies of the Soviet
occupation power.”5

Another burden was the compulsory nature of the SED regime, because its
attempt to draw on progressive traditions was only supported by a minority.
To be sure, the founders Wilhelm Pieck and Otto Grotewohl understood the
GDR as the completion of the Revolution of 1848 and the realization of the hopes
of the workers’ movement that had finally overcome its crippling division. But
the Communist core had already assumed an anti-democratic disposition dur-
ing the Weimar Republic, veterans of the resistance had become practiced in
conspiracy, and Soviet émigrés had been largely Stalinized.6 Moreover, accusa-
tions of “social fascism” against the SPD were not truly forgotten, and the purges
of the Central Party Control Commission hit both the returning emigrants from
the West and the left-wing dissenters and Trotskyites especially hard.7 At first,
the anti-Fascist alliance policy was able to persuade progressive intellectuals, such
as the Dresden scholar of romance literature Victor Klemperer and the Leipzig
professor of German Hans Mayer, to cooperate in the construction of what was
promised to be a better Germany.8 In the long run, however, the outlook of the
SED leadership proved to be deeply anti-bourgeois and illiberal due to its lim-
ited intellectual horizon.

In retrospect, the failure of the GDR, as portrayed in the journalistic, social
scientific, and historical literature, seems almost overdetermined. Moreover, the
remarkable boom in research, which access to previously inaccessible sources
unleashed, has generated a broad spectrum of ideologically incompatible dis-
courses.9 While the renaissance of totalitarianism theory, advocated by conser-
vative scholars, has illuminated the mechanisms of repression employed by the
SED state, as well as the attempts at resistance, it has contributed little to the
understanding of the developmental dynamics of the collapse.10 The concept of
a “failed experiment,” by contrast, illustrates the aspirations of the actors in
building socialism but is largely silent on the regime’s negative aspects, as well
as the causes of its downfall.11 By contrast, a third variant of a differentiated com-
parison between the Nazi dictatorship and other Soviet satellites, preferred by
liberal scholars, seems to be less burdened by ideology since it conceives of the
GDR as a system of inherent contradictions and thus attempts to relate repres-
sion and everyday life to each other in a paradoxical way.12

Rather than trying to draw a complete portrait of the GDR’s evolution, the
following reflections sketch the role of civil society within its collapse. Since the
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Communist governments in East-Central Europe systematically eliminated the
independence of all social forces, dissidents like Tadeusz Mazowiecki and Vaclav
Havel rediscovered this concept as justification for the creation of a sphere of
autonomous, critical activity outside of politics. In this quest, civil society acted
both as the normative goal and as the agent of change, because they hoped that
a repressed society would be able to reclaim its ability to act independently
through the creation of prepolitical networks and an alternative public sphere.13

Although the concept did not come to the GDR until relatively late, the cyclical
course of civil society from initial repression, through partial reemergence, until
its explosive return and difficult consolidation, offers unusual insights on East
German development. The analysis must therefore begin from an action per-
spective that unites political conditions, economic requirements, and organi-
zational possibilities.14

Dismantling Civic Culture

Unlike Western individualism, the collectivism of the Marxist-Leninist social
utopia left little space for independent civic activity. The polarized thinking
engendered by the dogma of class conflict saw in the bourgeois “monopolistic
lords of capital” and the aristocratic “Junkers” the chief enemies whose power
needed to be broken before an “anti-Fascist democratic” renewal could be risked:
“Its goal is a socialist society that abolishes all exploitation of people by people,
eliminates class contradictions between poverty and wealth, finally secures peace,
and ushers in a fully developed democracy.” The political preconditions for the
realization of this program were on the one hand the “unity of the working class”
that would be achieved with the founding of the SED and on the other the “co-
operation of all constructive, democratic popular forces,” joined together in the
Unity Front of the other parties and organizations.15 This vision aimed to cre-
ate social harmony by overcoming class conflict, as well as to bring about coop-
eration among progressive elements with the leading SED—that is, an alternative
model to bourgeois society that would level social differences rather than ob-
serve human rights.16

The first step toward imposing social uniformity was the securing of Com-
munist dominance, initially through informal favoritism, but soon through for-
mal privileges as well. The conquest of Berlin by the Red Army made possible the
installation of an administration that was composed of elements affiliated with
the KPD, thereby giving it an organizational head start over its middle-class
rivals. As a result, denazification was employed not only against former mem-
bers of the Nazi Party but also against all undesirable competitors who might
challenge the Soviet regime. At the same time, the founding of the Socialist Unity
Party led to a considerable increase in Communist influence that was based on
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widespread hopes of nationalization of the economy. Through preferential al-
lotment of paper for leaflets and access to radio for broadcasts, the SED won
about half of the votes in the state elections during the fall of 1946, and thereby
it somewhat legitimated itself through plebiscitary acclamation. But after its
crushing defeat in the subsequent free elections in Berlin, the SED abandoned
all democratic pretenses, predetermined the distribution of seats in the “national
block” before the vote, and fell back on the expansion of the police as well as
other security forces.17

In keeping with Marxist logic, the next step was the revolution of economic
structures through a series of emergency measures, aimed at a permanent trans-
formation of property relationships. On July 23, 1945, the nationalization of banks
and other parts of the financial sector initiated this process, since the Soviets
wanted to establish control over the currency. In addition, on September 1, “the
implementation of land reform” began on a large scale. This measure aimed not
just at “giving land to many agricultural workers, refugees, and land-poor peas-
ants” but also at stripping “large land owners,” denounced as the bastion of
reaction, “of their economic and, by extension, political power.” Moreover, the
largest industrial concerns were expropriated as a punishment for the collabo-
ration of “war criminals” with National Socialism, and in subsequent years other
businesses in the mining, steel, and energy sectors were nationalized “for the
general public good.” The gradual introduction of a planned economy sought
to coordinate the newly emerging “nationally owned enterprises,” which were
sworn to contribute to the construction of a “democratic economy” that would
soon demonstrate the superiority of socialism by improving the living standard
of workers and peasants.18

Yet another element was the transformation of various associations into
Communist-dominated mass organizations, a process similar to the “coordi-
nation” undertaken by the Nazis in 1933. Most important was the founding of a
“united labor union,” called the Federation of Free German Labor Unions (FDGB).
This new organization was designed to overcome the fragmentation of the work-
ing class and to lead it toward cooperating in the “improvement of the economic
basis”—in the new role of supporting, not opposing, nationally owned compa-
nies.19 The creation of an “independent youth organization,” the Free German
Youth (FDJ), pursued a similar goal of bringing together different youth groups
so that they would become “a powerful instrument in the rebuilding of democ-
racy.”20 Likewise, the founding of a comprehensive “Cultural League” was sup-
posed to protect “the indivisible unity of German intellectual life” through the
stimulation of reflection among intellectuals about German guilt.21 At first, new
creations such as the Democratic League of Women (DFD) talked as if they were
still “free of partisanship,” but in time it became clear that they were also con-
trolled by the SED. In short, within a few years society had largely lost its capac-
ity for self-organization.22
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The only force that, at least in part, was able to elude the SED’s claim to
total power was the Protestant Church, since there were too few Catholics to
have any political impact. At first, the widespread current of “Christian social-
ism” formed a certain bridge to the new political authority. But soon the East-
West confrontation, the power struggle between the SED and the CDU, and the
conflict between the FDJ and Christian youth groups created sharp tensions.
Thus in August 1945, Pieck and Grotewohl saw themselves forced to affirm the
religious tolerance of the SED and to stress the opportunities for cooperation
between “Christianity and Marxism.” Nevertheless, the conservative Protestant
bishop Otto Dibelius criticized the changes in the Eastern Zone as founded on
“compulsion and dishonesty.” Indeed, he even compared the behavior of the
People’s Police with the Gestapo, and he complained bitterly about the state’s
infringement on worship. In contrast, a country pastor loyal to the regime de-
fended the “policy of peace” in the Soviet occupation zone, while the SED intel-
lectual Wilhelm Girnus branded the Christian obligation to take public positions
as political meddling.23 The conflict between church and state could thus be
temporarily abated, but never completely resolved.

With the founding of the GDR as a separate state, concern for West Ger-
man reactions disappeared, and pressure on the remaining elements of civil
society intensified. For instance, the SED began calling for the “eradication of
[SPD-]opportunism” from its own ranks so as bring the “new type of party”
totally in line with Marxism-Leninism.24 As the Communists repressed the last
independent stirrings of the Western-supported CDU, new, more submissive
groups, such as the post-Fascist National Democratic Party of Germany (NDPD),
were founded, and the bloc parties were completely subordinated to the SED.
More and more, mass organizations such as the FDJ, then under the leadership
of Erich Honecker, openly adopted the Communist goal of “securing and con-
solidating the anti-Fascist dictatorship.”25 In an attempt to defame the emerg-
ing Federal Republic, the SED criticized the West German elections as a “product
of a reactionary electoral system,” whose results amounted to a “national dis-
grace.” At the same time, it initiated a massive people’s congress petition drive
so as to justify the founding of its own separate state as the “establishment of a
unified, independent, and democratic Germany” with 7.9 million signatures.26

During the “construction of socialism” from 1952 onward, the SED pro-
claimed an “intensification of the class struggle” in order to socialize further areas
of the economy. By launching a “campaign against economic criminals,” the
party succeeded in arresting and expropriating business owners, accusing them
of sabotage, which included doing business with firms in the West.27 Indirect
methods, such as reducing the allocation of raw materials, refusing credit for
investment, discriminating in delivery contracts, inventing tax liabilities, and
compelling the acceptance of state partnership, proved even more effective. Due
to such a “system of snares,” between 1948 and 1952 the proportion of industrial
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production in private firms declined from 60 percent to 19 percent, and only
the more complicated consumer goods industries and crafts were able to pre-
serve their independence a little longer. Toward the end of the 1950s, 95.2 per-
cent of transportation and communication, 89.1 percent of industrial production,
and 75.3 percent of retailing, but only 53 percent of agriculture and 22.1 percent
of the crafts, had been nationalized.28 This rigorous expropriation gradually
destroyed the economic basis of civil society.

The multifaceted resistance against such coercive measures, which culmi-
nated in the popular uprising of June 1953, failed largely because of its lack of
organization and the superior power of the state. Courageous individual pro-
tests undertaken by bourgeois politicians, former Social Democrats, and stu-
dents fell short because of their isolation for which even the Eastern office of
the SPD, the “Task Force against Inhumanity,” and the reporting of West Ber-
lin radio stations could not compensate.29 Only when anger over inadequate
supplies, increases in work quotas, and discrimination against the middle class
seized hold of broad sections of the population did the demonstrations of the
Berlin construction workers on June 16 spread “like wildfire from street to street,”
with the crowds chanting: “More pay, free elections, freedom for political pris-
oners!” Surprised by the rapid expansion of the protests to 300 other locations,
SED functionaries could only regain control by calling in Russian tanks. Though
the party leadership defamed the rising as a “Fascist putsch,” independent in-
vestigations showed “that the rebellion was really an uprising of the repressed
masses, particularly the industrial working class,” and was neither planned nor
guided by external forces.30

With its “new course,” which had been proclaimed just a few days before
the rebellion, the shaken SED attempted to salvage the basic direction of its re-
pressive policy through partial concessions. “Bold, tangible steps” such as the
reopening of the zonal border, the increase of resources for the private economy,
the allocation of more consumer goods, the release of thousands of prisoners,
and the readmission of expelled high schoolers were designed to placate a rest-
less population. In addition, the SED called on members of the FDGB to “re-
double all their efforts,” since that would supposedly “raise their material and
cultural standard of living [and] reinforce trust in the state and in the policies
of the party of the working class.” At the same time, however, 10,283 of the dem-
onstrators were arrested, 1,359 were handed over to the courts, and dozens were
executed on the basis of specious evidence; altogether, some 55 people lost their
lives. Moreover, the forces of the Ministry for State Security, the Barracked
People’s Police as the core of East German rearmament, and the industrial mi-
litias were expanded, better armed, and more intensely indoctrinated.31

The SED also had an ambivalent relationship to intellectuals, since it needed
them for the construction of socialism but mistrusted their independence. At
first, the party relied on the persuasive power of Marxist ideology, moral ap-
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peals to older academics to take part in rebuilding, and, among younger research-
ers, the desire for advancement. In a typical appeal, the economic historian
Jürgen Kucynzki warned of bourgeois illusions and pointed out the superiority
of the “socialist concept of the freedom of scholarship,” which was not beholden
to objectivity but was dedicated to progress.32 To stop the westward flight of
scientists, engineers, and doctors, the SED offered a “differentiated system of
privileges for the members of the ‘intelligentsia’” that tried to maintain their
loyalty through special salaries, individual contracts, and official recognition.
Within the party apparatus, by contrast, it was more the chance for a career, the
opportunity to exercise authority, and the possibility for influencing policy that
not only appealed to fanatical functionaries but also attracted a flock of fellow
travelers. Grotewohl, nonetheless, demanded still more dedicated partisanship
from the newly created socialist elite: “Abandon your negating neutrality!”33

In collectivizing agriculture, by contrast, the SED openly employed coer-
cion, since its various incentives only attracted a minority of peasants into the
production cooperatives. At the beginning of the 1950s, the party attempted to
persuade “new farmers” to give up their marginal holdings by establishing “ma-
chine lending stations” that were to be outfitted with Soviet tractors. As one
proponent put it, the goal was to bring about “a complete political, technical,
and cultural transformation in our villages.”34 The ideal productive unit sought
by the Agricultural Productive Co-Operative (LPG) was a “machine village,” in
which the merger of land parcels would permit mechanized production and the
mass husbandry of animals would enable more efficient breeding. In practice,
the system reduced independent farmers to wage laborers and initially led to a
drop in production because, when nobody felt responsible for them, many fields
grew thick with weeds and animals got sick.35 To break the resistance of peas-
ants who clung tenaciously to the soil, the SED waged another campaign of agi-
tation and intimidation by the People’s Police at the end of the 1950s that forced
expropriations by raising taxes. These modern “enclosures” compelled diehard
resistors to take flight and reluctant farmers to enter the LPGs, so that by the
end of 1960 compulsory collectivization had effectively been completed and
“mass socialist production” could begin.36

The resumption of the struggle against the Protestant Church also showed
that the SED was bent on destroying all remnants of space for independent civic
activity which might still exist. Conflicts flared, for example, over the rivalry
between the FDJ and Protestant youth such as the Junge Gemeinde, since the
state youth organization would not tolerate any group beyond itself. By intro-
ducing an “atheistic youth consecration” as a substitute for confirmation and
by banning religious instruction from the schools, the SED attempted to keep
new recruits away from the church through a “systematic guerrilla war.”37 More-
over, the party initiated a “campaign for leaving the church,” when Grotewohl
declared that the “socialist world view” could never be truly reconciled with
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religion which was nothing more than “a legacy from the capitalist past.” Be-
hind this conflict stood the paradox of the existence of a state church in an athe-
istic state, which raised the troubling question: “How should a Christian behave
toward an ideological state, without compromising himself or becoming an
enemy of the state?” While conservative church circles associated with Berlin
Bishop Otto Dibelius clung to unity with the West, leftist theologians such as
Bishop Moritz Mitzenheim proved more willing to come to terms with the GDR
and create a “church in socialism.”38

As a result of these and other measures, the compulsory process of disman-
tling civic culture was largely complete by the end of the 1950s. In regard to
politics, the GDR had become a state “dominated through and through” by the
SED in which democratic civil rights were eroded and the block parties, despite
subtle differences in style, no longer represented genuine alternatives.39 From a
social perspective, East German society had been effectively “deactivated,” as
expropriations and expulsions had leveled class differences to the point that
bourgeois remnants could only be found among a few Protestant pastors, aca-
demics, and artisans, who until 1972 retained a precarious independence. But
these middle-class traces had little formative influence on the rest of society.40

In the realm of associations, the Communist-led mass organizations had estab-
lished a virtual monopoly, so that even innocuous athletic clubs and gardening
groups fell under SED control. In short, outside of the embattled churches, no
space remained for independent cooperation among autonomous citizens. Since
the press was considered a “collective organizer of the socialist transformation,”
a free public sphere that was capable of criticizing the destruction of civil soci-
ety had also ceased to exist.41

Reactivating Society

The actual surprise was not that the majority of the population conformed to
the SED regime but that, nonetheless, critical minorities gradually developed
in the GDR. From a governance perspective, this phenomenon is generally dis-
cussed as a transition to post-Stalinism or late totalitarianism in which forms
of repression evolved from direct coercion to indirect sanctions.42 The litera-
ture of the opposition similarly shows a slow progression from passive reluc-
tance to open resistance, but its fixation on typologies of protest keeps it from
offering a convincing explanation of the causes of this change.43 In contrast, by
focusing on the limits of dictatorship, one can begin to discern some clues to
the unintended consequences of repression. For instance, the concept of “self
will” of the populace, developed by historians of everyday life, emphasizes the
independent potential of popular desires, which the SED was never able to break
completely.44 The crucial precondition that enabled the renewed articulation of
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deviating opinions, however, was the reconstitution of social spaces—a process
labeled “redifferentiation” by sociologists—which allowed groups to develop
autonomous political alternatives in partial public spheres, thereby reviving civil
society.45

Even the SED’s own governing methods offered people some leverage for
pursuing their own interests, as long as they claimed to support instead of chal-
lenge the system. The ideological illusion of voluntary cooperation in the building
of socialism permitted the largely suppressed population a range of strategies of
microresistance because the party, no matter how dominant, required its assent
in symbolic acts of acclamation. Since “publicly none of the social organizations
could be used as a basis for the development of political opposition,” the wide-
spread “inner reserve” could only “express itself as passive, but still collective
defiance.” This kind of refusal to go along cropped up, for example, when “a
worker defies the increase of quotas or a farmer, squeezed into the collective farm,
grudgingly performs only the most necessary work. It is resistance when an elec-
trician installs a hidden TV antenna for ‘Western reception’ for his customers
. . . ; when a teacher encourages his students to think critically rather than in-
doctrinating them ideologically.”46 Numerous examples of recalcitrance in the
workplace, youthful rebelliousness, and intellectual criticism of the party dem-
onstrate a considerable amount of self-will that implied a refusal to comply with
SED demands.

The most frequent compromise between maintaining personal integrity and
showing public conformity was the so-called retreat into private life. For “at
home, in the living room, among friends,” one could express criticism of SED
policies, as long as no state informant (IM) reported these sentiments to the Stasi:
“More and more people, once they reach[ed] a certain point, renounce[d] fur-
ther careers in their profession so as to avoid the social obligations that accom-
pany them.”47 If someone chose not to enter the party and was willing to sacrifice
the modest rewards of real existing socialism, such as a small car or an official
trip abroad, he could attempt instead to live an independent life of sorts. One
expression of this “retreat into the private sphere” was the dacha culture that
found expression in the allotment garden, the camp site on a Mecklenburg lake,
or the weekend cottage in the country, instead of political engagement. But this
strategy called for the cultivation of a conscious double life that meant confor-
mity in public and defiance in the private sphere. Such a split consciousness was
especially difficult for children to maintain, and in the long run it helped to sta-
bilize the system as it diverted the pressure of dissatisfaction with the regime
inward.

A more subtle and, as a result, often successful tactic was the appropriation
of socialist institutions for purposes of one’s own independent interests. Member-
ship in the FDJ did not just have to mean conformity but could also be used for
the sake of recreation, allowing, for example, a group of friends to collectively
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refuse “to enlist in military service.” In intensive discussions within SED uni-
versity groups destined for indoctrination, forbidden literature might also be
read, which could sometimes lead to “subversive views,” especially if the author’s
name was the critical scientist Robert Havemann. Even the proven institution
of the brigade, designed to implement socialism at the workplace, might at times
risk making demands on management and push them through forcefully, as
attested by numerous spontaneous work stoppages. In addition, neighborhood
collectives which were charged with enforcing socialist guidelines could occa-
sionally rouse themselves to bring petitions for the preservation of historic build-
ings or cultural memorials such as a Berlin swimming pool built in art nouveau
style.48 Rather than confront the party head-on, this tactic of reinterpretation
allowed the repressed populace to use the regime’s organizations for its own
contrary purposes.

Petitions that addressed specific problems might also serve as a lightning
rod for irritation, provided they requested help in socialist terms. For instance,
in the summer of 1961 fifty-six locomotive builders in Hennigsdorf complained
about the “completely insufficient supply [of foodstuffs] that was offered as re-
ward for our years of intensive work in building the people’s economy.” They
demanded the “immediate end” to the shortages that were “brought about by
the hasty collectivization of agriculture,” as well as the dismissal of those who
were responsible. As long as pleas involved “constructive criticism,” the SED
sent its district administrators to justify its policies and promise corrective
measures. In contrast, the party responded less tolerantly when an anonymous
worker in Leipzig denounced Ulbricht’s “conscious lies,” such as “catching up
and surpassing of the West German standard of living,” and inveighed against
“daily injustice, daily arbitrariness, daily violence, daily ridicule.” Accusations
like “you’ve got blood on your hands” or demands like “Tear down the disgrace-
ful Berlin wall!” inevitably led to a search for the guilty party and further re-
pressive measures.49 The GDR was, therefore, only in a very limited sense a
“negotiation society.”50

More controversial yet was the attempt of many GDR citizens to carve out
spaces of their own by expanding the limits of taste and criticism. As in the Third
Reich, dance music provoked generational conflict, since the puritanical SED
denounced “this decadent amusement,” disparaging it as the “cultural rubbish
of a decaying social order.” Though rock’n roll was also initially criticized in the
West, it was frowned on even longer in the East due to the “shallowness of [its]
texts and music.” In the 1960s, the Communist Party did yield somewhat to
Beatlemania by establishing the youth radio station DT-64. But it required that
60 percent of the music played derived from Amiga Productions, the GDR’s own
recording label.51 As a “socialist alternative” the “music grandpas in the GDR”
favored a “singing movement,” which was “positively disposed” toward Marx-
ist achievements. International festivals of “red chansons” that celebrated the
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worldwide “anti-imperialistic struggle” were also among the regime’s favorites.
Beyond the hot rhythms of rock, songs that referred to the refusal of military
service and to flight from the republic provoked the SED guardians of virtue to
forbid concerts by the “Renft Combo,” while allowing the apolitical “Puhdys”
to dash from one success to another.52

In fact, most of the rare public conflicts that occured in the GDR began as
riots at rock concerts. In October 1977, some 8,000 to 10,000 young people on
Berlin’s Alexanderplatz became so enraged when a performance of the rock
group “Express” was stopped that a street battle broke out with the People’s
Police. When the mayhem was over, two policemen had been killed and 200
concert goers were wounded, in addition to one other accidental death. As a
result, 700 youths were temporarily detained. While the official newspaper Neues
Deutschland blamed “rowdies,” the Western media emphasized the political
chants, such as “Germany” and “Russia Out.”53 Ten years later the scene repeated
itself when on Pentecost David Bowie and other bands performed for three days
in West Berlin, blasting their music to several thousand fans who had gathered
on the other side of the wall. As the cops tried to push them away, “stones, cans,
and bottles” began flying, and the crowd vented its disaffection with loud calls
of “freedom,” the “wall must go,” and “Gorbachev.” Since similar confronta-
tions took place in Leipzig and elsewhere, it was the massive police repression
of their desire for a freer lifestyle that politicized part of East German youth
against the regime.54

Novels and plays, which managed to elude censorship during periods of
relaxation, played a comparable role for intellectuals. Proceeding from a class
definition of fascism, the SED sought to create “a socialist culture for the entire
nation,” prompting artists to find a “connection to our life” by going into the
factories. This conception of “socialist realism” was called “the Bitterfeld Way”
after the industrial town where it was proclaimed in 1958. Controversies erupted
over issues such as the use of modernist styles that censors rejected as “rudi-
ments of late bourgeois thought,” as well as the ideological loyalty of attempts
to portray the “contradictions of our socialist development” by authors such as
Peter Hacks.55 When writers used the freedom of discussion too openly and criti-
cized the imperfections of real existing socialism, as Wolf Biermann did in his
songs, the eleventh plenum of the SED intervened, charging them with display-
ing an “anti-socialist attitude.” As a result, artists who lacked “the higher qual-
ity of Marxist understanding” were forbidden to make public appearances, had
their publications blocked, and were dismissed from official positions. The policy
begun by Ulbricht, which reduced culture to a “struggle against imperialism,”
inevitably discredited all appeals to humanism.56

Erich Honecker’s personal preference for “clean art in a clean state” was no
more successful in channeling the artists’ propensity toward critical creativity into
service to the state. As the 1970s began, some “indications of de-ideologization”
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appeared in Ulrich Plenzdorf’s novel The New Sufferings of Young W., the beat
film “Paul and Paula,” and the TV show “A Colorful Kettle,” which satirized
conflict situations of socialist society, thereby thrilling its audience.57 But in the
second half of the 1970s, a more severe, restrictive course returned, because party
hardliners suspected that “the principle of socialist realism” was being challenged
in formal and ideological ways. Above all, the unexpected protest of leading GDR
writers such as Christa Wolf and Heiner Müller against Wolf Biermann’s expa-
triation served the party as a welcome pretext to repeal its informal “edict of
tolerance” and muzzle those literary figures still partly loyal to the state by de-
manding from them “firm positions of socialism.” Honecker’s boast that “mind
and power” were united in the GDR proved wholly incapable of solving this
perennial conflict.58

Clashes over cultural policy carried “particular weight” in East Germany,
since novels, plays, and films served as surrogates for free expression in a closed
society. People in the GDR read differently from their counterparts in the West,
as “books were scrutinized by many readers . . . particularly for those ‘hidden
spots,’ where rightly or wrongly criticism was suspected.” The SED thus estab-
lished a thorough system of cultural guidance that entailed the review and ap-
proval of manuscripts, whose content and form were examined and corrected
time and again by functionaries before publication. As an incentive for cooper-
ating with suggestions for change, the party granted material and nonmaterial
privileges to writers, such as travel to the West and access to international lit-
erature. Negative sanctions, by contrast, ranged from prison terms that could
last many years, a fate that befell Erich Loest, to expatriation into the West, a
luckier outcome that happened to Reiner Kunze. For loyal critics within the
system like Stefan Heym and Christa Wolf, readings created a small public
sphere, a kind of “sanctuary for the intrepid” in which intellectuals could ex-
change critical opinions. As a result, a limited, but somewhat independent, cul-
tural scene slowly emerged in the GDR.59

Due to the repression of anti-Communist impulses, critical voices that
pointed out the discrepancy between the utopian promise and the meager real-
ity of the GDR could only develop on the basis of socialism. The first major critic
was the natural scientist Robert Havemann, who as a Communist was arrested
by the Nazis and as a Stalinist helped carry out the postwar purge at Humboldt
University. Despite his privileged position, Havermann became so disillusioned
by SED practices by the 1960s that he openly criticized their dogmatism in a lec-
ture series entitled “Scientific Aspects of Philosophical Problems.”60 The bru-
tality of his subsequent disciplining—which included dismissal, removal from
the academy, and exclusion from the party—made Havemann realize the im-
portance of human rights, and he went on to articulate them in the Western
media so as to circumvent the silencing in his own country. His demand for “an
opposition and a critical press” led to a “psychological terror” campaign via
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house arrest that lasted many years. Ironically, these repressive measures elevated
Havemann to a symbol of democratic socialism that demonstrated the possi-
bility of resistance against the system from within and thus attracted a group of
similarly persecuted dissidents.61

Another irritant for the regime was Wolf Biermann, whose biting songs
were particularly popular among East German youth. When he was seventeen,
Biermann had left Hamburg for the GDR so that he could take part in the build-
ing of a better Germany as a “critical Communist.” But much like his friend
Havemann, he chafed at the “monopolistic bureaucracy” of the SED and jok-
ingly propagated a “red democracy,” which brought him the charge of wanting
“to negate and tear down everything.” Biermann got around the resulting ban
on public appearances through tape recordings, semiprivate performances, and
church concerts, so that he slowly became a cult figure for rebellious intellectu-
als. Under the pretext of his supposed “crass violation of civic obligations,” the
SED prevented his return to the GDR after a concert in Cologne in the fall of
1976.62 Surprisingly, some 100 intellectuals—including Jurek Becker, Stephan
Hermlin, Heiner Müller, and Christa Wolf—protested with Stefan Heym against
his expatriation and advised “tolerating [his songs] calmly and thoughtfully.”
Though the SED succeeded in compelling many signatories to retract, the
“Biermann case” was a cultural defeat, because his banishment demonstrated
the party’s lack of tolerance for constructive criticism.63

The next well-known dissident to emerge was the philosopher Rudolf Bahro,
who considered himself a leftist Communist. A member of the SED for more
than two decades, Bahro sympathized with the Prague Spring and, since he was
employed as a work planner at the state-run rubber corporation, was particu-
larly interested in ecological issues in the industrial economy. In 1977, he pub-
lished a sensational indictment of real existing socialism under the somewhat
ironic title The Alternative.64 This book charged the SED with “industrial des-
potism,” perpetuating the “late class society” in the guise of state socialism, and
demanded the founding of a new “League of Communists.” When he voiced his
criticism of the “disastrous excess of the bureaucratic principle” during inter-
views broadcast on Western television and charged the party with dictatorship,
he was arrested and sentenced to eight years in prison for “espionage activity.”
To prevent deviations from the party line, the loyalist newspaper Bauernzeitung
denounced dissidents like Bahro as “asssorted cranks and vain fellows in social-
ist countries,” who slander their own society: “They are something foreign, an
artificial product from abroad.”65

Due to multiplying cases of dissidence, the term “civil rights movement in
the GDR” began to appear in the late 1970s. This designation alluded to Honecker’s
signing of the Helsinki Declaration, which the SED used to stabilize the borders,
but some citizens seized on the opportunity to demand human rights, even if the
entire text was never published in the East. For example, thirty-three signatories
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associated with Jörn Riedsel in Riesa cited the UN Charter, while another hun-
dred led by the internist Karl Nitschke referred to the final act of the Confer-
ence for Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in order to justify their
petitions for travel to the Federal Republic.66 Artists such as Jürgen Fuchs and
the songwriters Gerulf Pannach and Christian Kunert were more interested in
having access to a public to ply their trade: “We don’t need any muzzle/, free-
dom is the razzle-dazzle/ for which we’re standing in line.” Another group of
young people in Jena, centered around Michael Sallmann and Thomas Auerbach,
tried to build their “socialist opposition” on the basis of freedom of thought. In
all cases, the SED reacted with prison sentences and eventual deportation of its
detractors to the West, a strategy that hindered the formation of an internal
opposition but at the same time invited imitation from others.67

Not until the formation of a peace movement in the shadow of the Protes-
tant Church did a broader basis for opposition in the GDR emerge. Despite the
establishment of a separate Union of Evangelical Churches (BEK) in the East
and the decline in congregation membership from around 80 to 30 percent of
the population, the church’s fundamental conflict with the SED persisted. One
spectacular victim was Pastor Oskar Brüsewitz, who in the summer of 1976 pub-
licly burned himself alive to dramatize his criticism of the regime: “The churches
accuse Communism of repressing the young.” Although the party dismissed his
suicide as “abnormal and insane,” it functioned as a signal. Additional conflicts
arose, especially around the issue of compulsory military service, because not
all young men wanted to obey the draft. Those refusing to go into the NVA, such
as the East Berlin youth Nico Hübner, who even came from a loyal party family,
suddenly found themselves isolated and exposed to massive repression, espe-
cially if they did not find support among their peers. Nonetheless, Hübner vowed:
“I won’t bow before a system that can only maintain its power through the
manipulation of consciousness, through spying on nonconformists, through
blackmail and slander.”68

During the 1980s, conscientious objectors, opponents of the arms race, and
critical theologians began to form peace groups within the Protestant Church.
Ironically, all they did was to take the official protestations of peace that were being
made by the state and the church at their word. For example, they criticized the
militarization of East German education and demanded the recognition of a sub-
stitute for military service beyond the provision for a few hundred construction
soldiers per year, introduced in 1964. Above all, the badge “Swords into Plow-
shares,” which illustrated the biblical injunction for a change of heart, was a thorn
in the side of the authorities since it drew attention to the contradiction between
their peace propaganda and their actual militarism. To break this resistance, the
SED proceeded brutally, imposing prison sentences and forcefully deporting
ringleaders, such as Roland Jahn in Jena, to the West.69 The remaining pacifists,
nonetheless, persisted in organizing peace workshops, holding silent vigils, and
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spreading the Berlin appeal “Make Peace without Weapons.” While the official
church attempted to cooperate with the government, diverse peace circles ignored
police sanctions and formed the core of an active opposition.

Another issue raised by critics of the system was environmental pollution,
which had assumed dangerous proportions in many industrial locations due to
the use of sulfurous lignite fuel. The visible dying of forests in the Erzgebirge and
the choking air pollution in the “chemical triangle” of Halle-Leipzig-Bitterfeld drew
attention to an ecological crisis in the GDR, prompting concerned citizens to collect
statistical data and join together to take action. When young environmentalists
carrying signs reading “Return to Life” sought to meet in Buna for a bicycle dem-
onstration, they were doused with foam by Halle’s fire department and fined 500
DM, because they had supposedly “endangered public order.” The SED demon-
ized all independent criticism, even when its only purpose was to remedy undeni-
able problems. Activists would even encounter “suspicion from above” when they
just “wanted to clear out a streambed or clean up a playground.” In the mid-1980s,
an unofficial “environmental library” and a new network called “Noah’s Ark” were
founded in East Berlin. With its radiation stretching across central Europe, the
“catastrophe of Chernobyl” confirmed such worries and led to a written protest
of 300 citizens against the use of atomic energy.70

Mounting reprisals against the peace and ecology movement eventually
forced a discussion of “the close connection between peace and human rights.”
In January of 1986, Berlin civil rights activists and radical socialists founded an
“Initiative for Peace and Human Rights” (IMF) because they noticed that “work-
ing for peace depends on achieving basic democratic rights and freedoms.” Al-
though controversial, this was an important step toward the emergence of a
political opposition outside the confines of the Protestant Church, as the group’s
demands merged several individual issues into a global critique of the GDR. Its
founders, Peter Grimm, Ralf Hirsch, Wolfgang Templin, and Rainer Eppelmann,
called for “unlimited freedom to travel for all citizens,” which would have meant
tearing down the wall. In addition, they demanded an end to the limitations on
“elementary human rights” imposed by the criminal code and the dispensation
of justice. They also asked for “the nomination of independent candidates for
local elections and for the People’s Parliament,” as well as the repeal of all re-
strictions on “the right of assembly, demonstration, and association.” This pro-
gram to democratize socialism aimed essentially at reconstituting a functioning
civil society.71

Instead of waiting for repression to end, the opposition groups strove for
the immediate creation of an alternative public sphere. For this purpose West-
ern journalists who were allowed to work in the East after the Helsinki Declara-
tion provided important help, as their reports on the use of force documented
the violation of human rights, and their accounts of dissident appeals informed
not only the Federal Republic but the GDR as well.72 More restricted to the
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movement itself was the development of an East German underground press,
or samizdat, consisting of mimeographed publications that were not subject to
official approval since they claimed to be “for internal church use” only. Topi-
cal pamphlets and congregational newssheets gradually turned into more am-
bitious journals such as the Borderline Case of the IFM and the Environmental
Pages of the Ecology Library, replete with satirical illustrations which not only
transmitted information from the outside world but also spread organizational
news and articulated an increasingly intense critique of the GDR.73 Despite im-
mediate sanctions, the protest groups also attempted to draw the attention of a
broader public with nonviolent methods such as banners, silent marches, and
sit-down strikes.74

As a result of this process of social redifferentiation, an opposition slowly
formed within the Communist dictatorship that self-consciously professed its
“hostility to the politics practiced” by the SED. It recruited its members in part
from among anti-authoritarian youth, in part from an artistic-literary “alter-
native culture,” in part from socialist dissidents, and in part from Protestant
friends of peace. By the end of the 1980s, this oppositional scene consisted of
over 200 groups with several thousand members who added to their list of griev-
ances discrimination against women and exploitation of the Third World. Un-
like the Stasi’s notion of a “diversion” by the class enemy from abroad, this was
an internal creation which, while influenced by opposition movements in neigh-
boring countries as well as Gorbachev’s perestroika, tried to develop an ideo-
logical outlook of its own. Though the groups had a fluid, decentralized structure
and were only very loosely networked through friendships and meetings as
“church from below,” they nevertheless increasingly came together for joint
actions. Their most spectacular initiative was the observation of the local elec-
tions in May 1989 that documented the manipulation of the SED in its own
brochure, called “Election Case.”75

The SED observed the reconstitution of elements of a civil society with grow-
ing “confusion among its ideological masterminds.” One the one hand, the splin-
tered opposition was so small that a few manifestations, such as the Olof-Palme
peace march, could be tolerated without risk. On the other hand, the totalitar-
ian claims of dictatorship demanded that the state organs continue to proceed
“rigorously against the independent groups.” But measures such as searching
the Environmental Library and expatriating “provocateurs” like Freya Klier and
Stephan Krawczyk following the Liebknecht demonstration in January 1988 only
tarnished the GDR’s image abroad.76 Therefore, it seemed better to combat the
growth of a “typical revolutionary class” by expanding the Stasi, whose “unoffi-
cial informants” had infiltrated all oppositional groups. But vigilance became
more difficult when even party intellectuals such as Jürgen Kucynzski began
citing the reforms of Michael Gorbachev as example. The formation of a group
scene posed little danger to the well-organized SED as long as the populace,
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increasingly disappointed by the economy and yearning for freedom to travel,
did not throw its weight behind the opposition demand for “a transfer of power
to an enlightened civil society.”77

A Civic Revolution

After four decades of mostly silent acquiescence, East German citizens suddenly
began to speak up in the fall of 1989. Following the opposition lead, they began
to vent their frustrations about the shabbiness of the GDR, shed their fears of
the omnipresent Stasi, and express their disappointment with real existing so-
cialism. In numerous assemblies and demonstrations, holding placards, the
hitherto silent majority spontaneously overcame its resignation and publicly
voiced its critical opinions. Leading dissidents like Bärbel Bohley, who had long
demanded a “legal space of resistance and debate”—that is, “recognition as
citizens of this country” by upholding constitutional rights—now found un-
expected support from the masses. Standing behind this dramatic process of
“self-liberation” was nothing less than the reconstitution of civil society which
partially reactivated older institutions and at the same time created new forms
of collective action.78 How did the democratic awakening transpire, what were
the limits to the self-organization of society, and what weaknesses did the SED
dictatorship leave behind?

The first act of social self-determination was the achievement of the right
to public demonstration. Time and again restive citizens had emphasized their
demand “we want to get out!” by public protest, for which they were regularly
punished. But more menacing to the SED was the criticism that demonstrators
leveled against its “election fraud” and the bloody repression in Tiananmen
Square, as well as their insistence on the “freedom to assemble” inside the GDR.
Due to nonviolent methods such as “silent vigils,” pamphlets saying “China is
not far,” banners that read “For an open country with free people,” and chants
proclaiming “We’re staying here,” the brutal intervention of the security forces
only helped generate more solidarity with the arrested protestors among the
bystanders, so that the number of participants swelled from a few hundred in
August to several hundred thousand by November.79 Though the epicenter of
the demonstrations was the St. Nicholas Church in Leipzig, because a dissident
scene had formed there, the protests soon spread throughout the entire repub-
lic. The crucial breakthrough came on October 9, when the local SED leader-
ship, lacking instructions from Berlin, chose to renounce violence against the
protestors, thereby clearing the way for a social dialogue.80

The next step was the transformation of informal groups into firm orga-
nizations that could act effectively in public. On September 9, for instance,
the “New Forum” in its call for “Awakening 89” bemoaned the “lack of social
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communication” and offered itself as a “political platform for the entire GDR”
so as to initiate a “democratic dialogue,” concerning the necessary reforms. Its
founders were some thirty intellectuals from various peace, human rights, and
ecology groups, including Bärbel Bohley, Katia Havemann, Rolf Henrich, Jens
Reich, and Reinhard Schult. When they attempted to register the New Forum
officially, based on article 29 of the constitution, their petition was immediately
rejected by the Ministry of the Interior, which labeled the group a “platform
hostile to the state.” But with demonstrators loudly chanting, “allow the New
Forum,” and supporters gathering thousands of signatures in its favor, this
diffuse coalition of dissidents and ordinary citizens could no longer be stopped.81

Shortly thereafter, another group, called “Democracy Now” emerged, which
advocated in a more sophisticated platform a “democratic transformation in the
GDR” by recognizing civil rights, reforming the economy, and fostering envi-
ronmental consciousness.82

At the same time, the media miraculously liberalized and almost overnight
created an independent East German public sphere. Because citizens, bored by
predictable ideological indoctrination, preferred Western television shows, art-
ists demanded a “new media policy” that would set in motion “a comprehen-
sive public conversation.” Though the SED tried to keep indirect control over
information by offering a “dialogue between the people and the government,”
it proved unable to keep the dam from bursting.83 Having long grown tired of
being spoon-fed by the party, journalists began issuing detailed reports on taboo
topics, not least of all the growing demonstrations. In addition, they conveyed
various viewpoints and even offered critical commentary of their own. A flood
of readers’ letters poured across the editorial pages, giving vent to previously
suppressed complaints. With the increasing accuracy of its coverage, the official
television news program “Current Camera” saw its ratings shoot up from about
10 percent to nearly half of the households. Conversely, the anti-Western “Black
Channel,” produced by the propagandist Karl Eduard von Schnitzler, was shut
down. Indeed, one refugee commented sarcastically: “Really, what they’re show-
ing these days borders almost on freedom of the press.”84

An even more important development was the founding of new political par-
ties that challenged “the SED’s claim to leadership head on.” First announced on
July 24th, the Social Democratic Party took the lead and was officially formed on
October 7 in the vicarage of Schwante. This social and ethical movement for de-
mocracy arose from peace and human rights’ groups affiliated with the Protes-
tant Church, as their founding by clergymen such as Markus Meckel, Steffen
Reiche, and Martin Gutzeit suggests. In sharp contrast to the bureaucratic social-
ism of the SED, the revived SDP saw itself as the party of “ecologically oriented
social democracy,” which consciously drew on the traditions of the SPD.85 Al-
though it also stemmed from the same Protestant milieu, the “Democratic Awak-
ening” (DA) Party, formally established in mid-September, was somewhat more
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conservative in its basic orientation, yet it also aimed at becoming a comprehen-
sive organization. While pastors such as Edelbert Richter, Rainer Eppelmann, and
Friedrich Schorlemmer wanted to unite the entire opposition politically, the DA,
through its contacts with the West German CDU and its endorsement of the popu-
lar desire for reunification, gradually moved into a more bourgeois direction.86

As unexpected byproduct of the ferment, East German parliamentarianism
revived by insisting on actually practicing those rights provided for in the con-
stitution. At first Manfred Gerlach, the leader of the Liberal-Democratic Party
(LDPD), admitted to “errors and illusions,” making the case for moderate re-
forms within the socialist system in a series of unusually candid interviews. Then
a critical group of young Christians in the CDU, in their letter from Eisenach,
demanded such unheard of rights as the freedom to travel, open debate, and
democratization of their own party. After overthrowing the old leadership, their
less tainted successors like Lothar de Maizière made the other parties revoke their
cooperation with the SED so that the “national bloc” collapsed.87 This deser-
tion forced the government to put forward a coherent program in the People’s
Parliament as its leadership switched from Honecker to the designated succes-
sor Egon Krenz and finally to the more open-minded Hans Modrow. For the
first time in its history, the SED had to justify itself in the face of public criti-
cism. Heeding the demands of citizens who expected free discussions and effec-
tive solutions to their problems, the East German parliament thus began to stir
even before the new elections.88

The democratic awakening culminated in the establishment of the Round
Table, which institutionalized the reform discussion outside the untrustworthy
channels of the state. After the opening of the Berlin wall, loyal critics of the sys-
tem such as Christa Wolf worried about the hemorrhage of the GDR and thus
pushed for energetic changes. Roundtable meetings were an expression of the
sociopolitical stalemate: the SED and its mass organizations all the way down to
company militias still controlled all formal instruments of power, but the oppo-
sition, split into rival organizations and new parties, possessed credibility and, by
extension, popular support. Through the mediation of the churches, the central
Round Table offered a neutral site at which reform initiatives, such as the New
Forum and the SDP, could meet with the government, mass organizations, and
bloc parties to discuss the future of the country. This project rested on a basic
consensus that inspired both sides to compromise: “It is the democratic-socialist
idea of a GDR capable of being reformed.”89 The round tables that began sprout-
ing up throughout the country were thus attempts at institutionalizing civil soci-
ety, because they allowed their representatives to influence the process of reform.

Though the civic movement excelled in mobilizing the masses, suspicion
of power put it at a disadvantage in the struggle over the future of the GDR. By
storming the Stasi headquarters in the Normannenstrasse, civil rights advocates
were able to prevent the consolidation of the SED, renamed as Party of Demo-
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cratic Socialism (PDS); but during the subsequent election campaign the dissi-
dents, as political amateurs, were clearly overwhelmed.90 Western parties proceded
more professionally, printed larger numbers of posters, offered practiced speak-
ers, and researched rapidly changing attitudes through polling. Struggling with
“extremely unequal start-up conditions,” the Eastern opposition such as the New
Forum relied on witty, mimeographed fliers and put up media-shy candidates
who sought to “find themselves” rather than appeal to the public. A fusion of
the new parties with their stronger “sisters” in the West was thus inevitable. At
first, the unified Social Democrats enjoyed an edge, but then the “Alliance for
Germany,” forged from the CDU block party and the DA, as well as some liber-
als, caught up.91 Due to the open border to the FRG, the motley collection of
civil society groups in the Alliance 90 was unable to compete successfully as long
as it refused to transform itself into a party as well.

The surprising electoral victory of the Alliance for Germany, with 48 per-
cent of the vote in March 1990, accelerated the channeling of civic protest into
traditional parliamentary forms. The “democratic election campaign” proved
decisive in changing the attitude of the East Germans because only Helmut Kohl’s
personal intervention made the newly created electoral alliance known and
popular. In terms of substance, the outcome was above all “a vote for unity,”
and, more precisely, for the “fast track” of joining the BRD as promised by the
CDU rather than the slower and socially better cushioned stance of the SPD. At
the same time, the result was to a certain extent “a negative decision . . . against
all that had until now determined politics here,” that is, against real existing
socialism, even if some of its values such as the right to work remained anchored
in popular attitudes. Ultimately, the vote was about improving the material
conditions of life through a rapid economic and currency union, which West-
ern intellectuals mocked as a “banana reflex.” Ironically, members of the sur-
viving PDS and the small group of citizens’ rights advocates emerged on the same
side as the defenders of a Third Way that envisioned the continuation of a re-
formed socialism in an independent GDR.92

After their defeat in the election, the citizens’ rights advocates attempted to
perpetuate their legacy by issuing a draft constitution from the Round Table.
Although the carefully constructed text had lost its practical function with the
formation of the unification coalition in East Berlin, its authors hoped to trig-
ger a “constitutional debate for all of Germany.” The draft was quite innova-
tive, because it did not conceive of the constitution as an “authoritative statute
of the sovereign” but rather as a “reciprocal promise of citizens” who “through
it constitute themselves into a ‘civil society.’” New were also the explicit allow-
ances made for civic movements, party financing through a tax credit, elements
of direct participation, and social mandates such as the right to work, environ-
mental protection, and abortion. Not surprisingly, conservative jurists criticized
such a left-liberal document, which might have served as a model for reforming
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the Western constitution as well, as a “third way to a second collapse.” Instead
they portrayed the Basic Law, since it had “proven superb,” as a superior con-
stitutional basis for all of Germany: “It contains in its principles those ideas for
which the revolution in the GDR has fought.”93

The bankruptcy of the East German state rendered further attempts to map
out an independent future irrelevant since it forced a quick “economic and cur-
rency union” with the Federal Republic. Chancellor Kohl seized on this sugges-
tion, made by the New Forum in early February, because he wanted to stop the
mass migration to the West and limit subsidies to the Modrow government. While
the SPD warned of social upheaval, demanding a “social union,” the majority of
the populace hoped that the purchasing power of the D-Mark would finally allow
them to fulfill their consumerist desires. The safeguarding of East German income
and savings called for an equal exchange rate of 1:1, while the “stability of the
D-Mark,” lower Eastern productivity, and the lack of international competitive-
ness required a higher rate. Western economists also puzzled over what the po-
tential consequences of “the transformation of the GDR economy into a social
market economy” would be for business. While critics rejected the shock therapy
of introducing the D-Mark as a “capitulation after a lost war,” Minister-President
Lothar de Mazière instead emphasized the chances of the social market economy
by demanding a “pioneering spirit and new courage.”94

The unification treaty cast the accession of the new states into a legal form
that incorporated the fledgling East German initiatives into an established West
German civil society. Already the drafting process made the discrepancies of power
clear, because well-prepared Western bills usually prevailed over hazy Eastern
wishes. As a result, the negotiations could only cushion the process of assimila-
tion to an existing system rather than create something entirely new. The advan-
tage of a contractual regulation of the transition was that it created “legal certainty”
for the affected population by establishing clear conditions for the merger, such
as the recognition of East German educational degrees. The SPD’s exit from the
coalition government during the summer forced a series of substantive compro-
mises such as the clarification of property issues, regional economic support, ad-
mission into the social security system, and a continued right to abortion which
responded to the East German desires to maintain a “uniformity of living condi-
tions” and, as a result, eased the psychological adaptation to unity. While critics
denounced the agreement as a “liquidation treaty” for the GDR, its authors from
both the East and the West celebrated it as “a success for democracy.”95

Although East German citizens had every reason “to proceed into unity
confidently and with their heads held high,” their sanguine expectations were
only partially fulfilled.96 From the perspective of civil society, the unification
process yielded ambivalent results because the civic movement splintered
programmatically and organizationally to such a degree that it quickly lost its
independence and was forced into cooperation with various West German
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partners. Among activists like Angela Merkel, a pragmatic majority succeeded
in entering political parties or in using the new chances for launching profes-
sional careers. But a more idealistic minority in groups such as the New Forum
was disappointed by the end of the “beautiful revolution,” and they withdrew
once again from public life. In the bitter words of Bärbel Bohley, “We fought
for justice, but what we got, was the rule of law.” Instead, managing the trans-
formation of the new states became a playground for the former members of
the block parties and post-Communists in the PDS, as well as dubious “devel-
opment helpers” from the West. Not surprisingly, the initial optimism of a popu-
lation struggling with the difficult consequences of the transition soon gave way,
thus setting off new worries about the future.97

While a greater variety of organizations emerged, this diversification only
rarely allowed for the articulation of Eastern interests due to the structural pre-
ponderance of the West. On the one hand, local groups such as sport clubs could
finally shed their dependence on a factory, as well as their socialist names such
as “Locomotive,” resuming older traditions of relying on a voluntary spirit. On
the other hand, large Western organizations such as parties, unions, and chari-
ties spread eastward in order to create a power base throughout Germany on
which they could pursue their goals. Even if East German functionaries hoped
that joining Western associations would help win them greater influence on the
federal level, most often they found themselves in a minority position from which
they hardly ever managed to escape in order to register their desires, let alone
achieve them. The remnants of independent East German associations were only
to be found in the shrunken post-Communist groups and the organizations of
regime victims, as well as memory initiatives, which formed a polarized, nostal-
gic subculture. Because of this weakness of institutionalization, most quantita-
tive indicators point to a considerable deficit of participation in the East.98

Furthermore, the collapse of the East German economy did not render the
revival of civic engagement in public affairs any easier. The exchange rate, which
was set too high at 1:1.5, brutally exposed the inferior productivity of the labor-
intensive planned economy, which was simply not equal to the dual challenge
of market competition and postindustrial transition. The excessive profit ori-
entation of privatization through the Trusteeship Agency (Treuhandanstalt)
forced the rapid dismantling of ailing conglomerates and their takeover through
stronger Western partners, so that only a few remnants of the GDR economy
survived the upheaval. While the enormous financial transfers from the West
eventually managed to renovate the material infrastructure and cushion the
social consequences of the transformation, there was insufficient investment in
new productive operations, so that unemployment quickly assumed shocking
proportions at around one-fifth of the workforce. Despite all of the measures to
create jobs and retrain workers, especially women, the migration to the West
resumed. Because a new middle class could only gradually consolidate, little in-
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vestment capital was available, and property disputes paralyzed new initiatives,
the economic preconditions for civic initiatives remained modest at best.99

The impressive awakening of an East German public sphere therefore ended
in a contradiction between colorful newness and indirect dependency. To be sure,
the informational content of the print media, except for the notorious maga-
zine Super-Illu, was considerably higher than in the GDR, so that citizens could
follow political events with greater ease. More international exchange also im-
proved the entertainment offerings in film and television, while freer access to
the products of the global music culture promoted Westernization. But tough
competition quickly led to the failure of new East German initiatives, promting
the takeover of most newspapers by publishers in the West and the occupation
of the boardrooms of the reformed television and radio stations by Western
media executives. Although a regionally distinctive media market did manage
to form, a number of East German intellectuals from Daniela Dahn to Hans-
Jürgen Misselwitz lamented “the cultural colonization,” expressing their resent-
ment at the difficulties of gaining a hearing for their different views. Yet it was
precisely the self-assertion of a few journals such as Wochenpost and Berliner
Debatte Initial that facilitated their long-term incorporation into a new media
culture for all of Germany.100

Since Eastern initiatives tended to be overwhelmed by Western institutions,
the subjective viewpoints of the new citizens revealed a certain weakness of civil
society. The varying reactions to unification, which ranged from the joy of being
liberated via uncertainty about a strange system all the way to socialist phantom
pain, were increasingly overshadowed by new experiences with the “unification
crisis.” Although retirees were generally satisfied with their pensions, women and
young people worried about the future. In surveys, more than one half described
themselves as “winners of unification,” while one third considered themselves to
be losers in the upheaval. The bad memories of real existing socialism and the
enormous demands of the radical change led to a widespread withdrawal into
private life, a shying away from all forms of social engagement. Numerous sur-
veys showed that East and West distinguished themselves in the respective prior-
ity that they attributed to social security and individual freedom. Even if most
viewed unification positively, the lack of respect for Eastern achievements nour-
ished a widespread skepticism toward democracy, which could only be overcome
by positive experiences with their own engagement in the united Germany.101

The Loss of Utopia

The break with socialism was, in the end, inevitable because, among other prob-
lems, the SED regime had systematically destroyed the foundations of civil so-
ciety in East Germany. Even if skepticism is warranted when politicians praise
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“citizens’ engagement” in “honorary offices,” volunteer work, and “self-help,”
one must admit that the “social capital” produced by the free association of
responsible individuals is an undeniable strength of the democratic form of gov-
ernment since it promotes the formation of political will through public dis-
cussion.102 Despite its appeal to humanist traditions, the utopia of Marxism
instead relied primarily on the collectivism of the proletariat to achieve future
justice: in its Leninist form on disciplined cadres of a vanguard party, and in
the Stalinist version on bureaucratic and police repression. While in the West
the conflicts of civil society offered citizens practice in democracy, the elimina-
tion of the middle class, control of the public sphere, and ideological compul-
sion of the East demanded daily conformity to the dictatorship. It was only the
oppositional “experience of civic courage and resistance” that managed to break
through this passive bondage and make possible the spectacular self-liberation
of civil society in the autumn of 1989.103

Due to the suppression of public criticism, the erosion of the socialist model
was a gradual process that began to intensify from the mid-1960s onward. To
be sure, the KPD was able to overcome the initial difficulties of Soviet occupa-
tion, economic pillaging, and lack of popularity by fusion with the SPD, em-
phasis on its resistance record, and claims of success in reconstruction. In the long
run, however, anti-Fascism lost its credibility precisely because it became ritual-
ized, while censorship measures aimed at youth rock music, as well as literary
experimentation, generated resentment against the petit bourgeois philistinism
of the SED. But it was above all the military repression of the workers’ revolt of
1953 and the squashing of subsequent attempts at democracy in Hungary, Po-
land, and Czechoslovakia that robbed the ideology of its aura of justice, because
the use of force unmasked Communism as a minority dictatorship. Finally, the
undeniable defeat in the material competition with the consumer society of the
Federal Republic made the majority of the population skeptical toward the prom-
ises of socialism. As a result, more and more citizens of the GDR, feeling “for-
eign in their own country,” distanced themselves from the SED system.104

Civil society played a key part in the collapse of socialism because it pre-
scribed normative goals while at the same time suggesting practical methods for
change. To begin, the emergence of dissident groups laid the groundwork for
undermining the SED dictatorship from within by demanding civil rights, for-
mulating public criticism, and creating networks of collective action. Then the
unexpected appearance of an opposition accelerated the recovery of the right to
demonstrate, the reconstitution of a pluralist public sphere, and the articula-
tion of alternative concepts that together broke down the SED’s monopoly on
politics. Moreover, the unexpected mobilization of citizens forced the SED to
change leaders, debate necessary reforms, and agree to a division of power at
the roundtable discussions, which through the holding of free elections chan-
neled the transformation of the system in a nonviolent direction. Unfortunately,
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during the subsequent consolidation, the emerging East German initiatives were
eclipsed by the institutions of an established West German civil society, because
of its economic superiority and well-tested Basic Law. As a result, social mobi-
lization in the new states once again declined drastically.105

Due to their differing expectations, observers disagree about the character
of postsocialist civic culture in East Germany. To be sure, clichés of vulgar “Ossis”
(Easterners) without cosmopolitan finesse, which a disappointed wife of a West-
ern doctor enunciated, can easily be ridiculed as postcolonial exaggerations.106

Nevertheless, some serious social scientists also contend that in central values,
such as participation in politics, “the East must move more strongly toward the
West than the West to the East.” From the perspective of the middle class, “the
transformation of East German elites and the East German economy, culture,
and society appears as a process of embourgeoisement,” even if socialist value
orientations still linger, particularly in the working class.107 Although Western
critics tend to bemoan the emergence of a specific form of East German iden-
tity as an aftereffect of socialist socialization, it could also have the reverse func-
tion of becoming a “vehicle for an aggregation of interests,” which might alleviate
the transition into a foreign world of competition. Signs of Eastern self-will and
self-organization might thus be viewed more positively as indicators of neces-
sary self-assertion in the conflicts of a united German society.108

The fading memories of socialism in the GDR therefore possess a thor-
oughly contradictory nature. Former adherents of the SED regime and some
leftist intellectuals still suffer from a sense of utopian loss, which, while stress-
ing emancipatory desires, ignores the actual practices of real existing social-
ism. In contrast, former Stasi victims recall only the massive repression of the
“lawless state” in the hope of receiving better compensation for their suffering
in the second German dictatorship. Between these extremes, most East Germans
cultivate, in part out of disappointment in the “unification crisis,” a certain nos-
talgia, which often fixates on material products as a way of evoking a lost life.109

The writer Günter de Bruyn therefore warns that the dramatic moment of the
democratic awakening should not be allowed to sink into oblivion, “because it
would be disastrous if, instead of [honestly confronting] our past we would
merely perceive an illusion of it.” Though it was embedded in a wider East
European movement, the collapse of Communism was one of the few genuine
successes of democracy in Germany. While favorable international conditions
undoubtedly helped, this act of self-liberation ought to retain an exemplary
meaning for the emerging common civil society.110
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C H A P T E R  8

Searching for Normalcy

214

The tapping of the “wall peckers” in the winter of 1989–1990 signaled the re-
moval of the physical barrier in Berlin and with it the end of the German

division. Armed with screwdrivers, chisels, and pickaxes, hundreds of people
braved the cold in order to hammer away at the concrete and thereby remove
the hated border between East and West with their own hands. While resource-
ful vendors rented tools to tourists who wanted to take home a piece of the wall
as a souvenir, East German border police attempted in vain to impede the de-
struction of the “anti-Fascist protection wall.” Soon the first holes appeared,
which opened up some surprising views, even if the remaining steel struts con-
tinued to keep people from slipping through to the other side. Ultimately, it took
dozens of bulldozers and construction cranes to tear down the about 100-mile-
long barrier with its 190 watchtowers so thoroughly that a decade and a half later
hardly a trace of it remains.1 The rigorous removal of this hated symbol of divi-
sion, Cold War, and oppression was motivated by an understandable urge to
return to normalcy, even if most people were unable able to say what might really
be “normal” after all of the ruptures of the preceding fifty years.

After conquering the defeated Reich, even the Allies had difficulty defining
what they would consider as “Germany” in the years to come. The previous ter-
ritorial fragmentation and the aggressiveness of the Bismarckian nation-state
seemed to recommend that they first satisfy their own security needs by divid-
ing the country into several German-speaking states. The Potsdam Conference
therefore reached a general consensus concerning the “de-annexation” of Hitler’s
conquests—restoring Austrian independence, returning the Sudetenland to
Czechoslovakia and Alsace-Lorraine to France, turning most of East Prussia over
to Russia, and provisionally ceding the rest, Pomerania and Silesia, to Poland.
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Economically, however, what remained of Germany was still to be treated as a
single unit as a means of securing reparations.2 But despite the presence of all
major powers in the destroyed capital of Berlin, the establishment of four sepa-
rate occupation zones reinforced centrifugal tendencies since each of the vic-
tors implemented the collective resolutions in their territories according to their
own priorities. Finally, as the Cold War emerged, cooperation in the Allied
Control Council collapsed altogether, so that the division into two ideologically
hostile successor states slowly became the new normality.

The palpable yearning for “normalization” thus possessed quite different
meanings in the postwar period. After the mass murder undertaken in the Third
Reich, the concept mainly referred to the search for a regular life free from eco-
nomic crisis, war, and occupation. During the Ostpolitik of the 1970s, the no-
tion instead signaled the creation of normal relationships between the Federal
Republic and the GDR, the attempt “to progress from a regulated next-to-each-
other to co-existence” or, in other words, an acceptance of the division.3 With
the collapse of Communism, the idea changed once again to signify a chance to
overcome the German division and resume being a normal nation-state in Eu-
rope: “After its long odyssey the country has returned to itself.” Neoconservative
ideologues went even one step further and promoted an explicit “renationali-
zation” that not only sought to dispose of the past but also aimed to change the
present through a more self-confident role on the world stage. To defend the
hard-won progress in the recivilizing of Germany during the previous four de-
cades, leftist critics such as Jürgen Habermas branded such attempts at normal-
ization as “the second fundamental lie [Lebenslüge] of the Federal Republic.”4

Historical scholarship on unification has thus far offered only a cursory treat-
ment of the changes in the notions of normalcy that were triggered by the return
of the nation-state. While the various document collections and analytical stud-
ies have carefully reconstructed the course of domestic political conflicts, as well
as the process of decision making in foreign affairs, they have for the most part
ignored its cultural dimensions.5 The longer-range syntheses written by moder-
ate scholars have tended to be satisfied with narrating the complementary suc-
cesses of Konrad Adenauer’s strategy of Western integration and Willy Brandt’s
Eastern policy, which ultimately led to the reconstitution of a postclassical nation-
state, firmly embedded in a European framework.6 In contrast, Mitchell Ash, a
historian of science, has criticized the discourse on normalization as a justification
for Western attempts at modernization, system transfer, and reorientation of the
East and suggested instead “a more neutral vocabulary of reconstruction and re-
newal.” Since intellectuals frequently deride “the normal” as “proto-totalitarian,”
a more differentiated analysis of the implications of the desire to become once again
“a normal people” is now in order.7

Behind these debates about the elusive concept of normalcy lurks the diffi-
cult question concerning the relationship between the nation-state and civil
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society. Because of the horror of Auschwitz, many intellectuals such as Günter
Grass consider the two inherently incompatible and are content with the con-
tinued existence of a German “cultural nation.”8 But other commentators like
the theologian Richard Schröder strive to reconcile a nation-state structure with
a democratic civil society in the hope of moving Germany closer to the Euro-
pean mainstream.9 The deadlock between these normative positions can only
be broken by a historical reflection that analyzes blueprints for political and social
order as malleable concepts instead of thinking in categories of a fixed national
character. Problematized in this way, the perspective of normality poses new
questions about the causes, course, and consequences of the unification process:
Did the normalization of the 1980s imply an acceptance of the division, or were
the foundations of unity already being laid before 1989–1990? What notions of
internal and external normality collided during the struggle for unification? Did
the accession of the East German states represent a return to a normal nation-
state, or did it endanger the civilizing successes of the Federal Republic?

Accepting Division

With each passing decade since the founding of competing states, Germans grew
increasingly accustomed to the abnormal normality of their country’s division.
The failure to destabilize by attempts at spreading socialism to the West or roll-
ing back communism in the East led to a stalemate that was elegantly redefined
by the Brandt-Scheel formulation of “two states in one nation” but in practice
produced an endless series of contradictions.10 To guarantee its survival, the SED
regime insisted on a rigorous internal demarcation (Abgrenzung) against West-
ern influences and a speedy international recognition of its sovereignty. At the
same time, the Social-Liberal government in Bonn stressed the maintenance of
ties across the divide and envisioned a strategy of “change through getting closer”
to the GDR. Their common interest in continuing the relaxation of tensions
during the second Cold War between the superpowers in the 1980s facilitated
laborious efforts to negotiate compromises between East and West that were
aimed at bringing “humanitarian relief” to citizens, especially in the GDR.11 But
would concessions to the SED only deepen the division in the long run, or would
they help overcome it?

While the FRG government clung tenaciously to the long-term goal of po-
litical unification, its German policy nevertheless pursued short-term steps to-
ward a “normalization of relationships between both German states.” The “Letter
on German Unity,” attached to the German-Soviet Treaty of 1970, confirmed
the goal of “peace in Europe . . . in which the German people once again achieve
their unity in free self-determination.” The 1973 decision of the Federal Consti-
tutional Court also reaffirmed the unification mandate of the Basic Law, even
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though this legal position appeared increasingly anachronistic to some skeptics.
Likewise, each year speeches given on June 17 recalled the popular uprising of
the “brothers and sisters in the East,” although the holiday was increasingly
considered as an early summer occasion for family excursions.12 Finally, the
cabinet presented its assessment of the status of German-German relations in
an annual “Report on the State of the Nation,” which usually produced contro-
versial discussions in the Parliament. Nevertheless, in practice, negotiations with
East Berlin concentrated on concluding mutual agreements over such things as
easing travel between the two states and providing economic aid, which, at least
initially, strengthened the hand of the SED.13

To overcome this dilemma, intellectuals increasingly spoke out in favor of
abandoning the goal of national reunification by the early 1980s. To critics such
as Günter Grass, the division seemed to be a just punishment for the crimes of
the Nazis, a moral verdict that could no longer be revoked. Other commenta-
tors, like the journalist Peter Bender, argued that “freedom comes before unity”
and advocated a Europeanization of the German question so as to achieve more
room to maneuver. Based on the impression “that the majority of citizens have
effectively come to terms with the division of Germany,” Günter Gaus, the head
of Bonn’s permanent representation in East Berlin, pleaded for “detaching the
concept of the nation from the state.” If one wanted to serve a “policy of peace
in Germany,” one needed to recognize “that for the foreseeable future . . . there
[will be] no reunification.” But moderate observers like Hermann Rudolph
challenged this assessment by maintaining that “despite everything there is no
reason to abandon” the belief “that the Germans are and want to stay one na-
tion.”14 With surveys indicating that the hope for unity was fading fast, a grow-
ing number of commentators began arguing in favor of accepting the existence
of two German states.

The GDR leadership, not surprisingly, welcomed this development, as it
facilitated its policy of asserting its separate statehood. After the trauma of June
17, 1953, the regime’s decisions continued to be driven by its “fear of the people,”
whose loyalty after the “collapse of socialist ideology” was conditional at best.
In reaction to the potential subversiveness of Bonn’s Eastern policy, the SED
contrived a complicated system of internal prohibitions that was designed to
keep party members and other authority figures from Western contacts and to
limit travel privileges to nonsocialist countries to a small number of carefully
chosen loyalists. The spread of the “Polish virus,” as the party called the inde-
pendent trade union movement in the neighbor to the East, put further pres-
sure on the regime, which responded by suspending the previously permitted
cross-border traffic. At the same time, the SED pursued an expansion of in-
ternational recognition through cultural exchanges and athletic successes. To
cement dual statehood further, Honecker in a programmatic speech in Gera
demanded the transformation of the permanent representations into regular
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embassies, the acceptance of GDR citizenship, the regulation of the border along
the Elbe River, and a stricter compliance with the transit agreement.15

In the early 1980s it was primarily the poor condition of the economy that
forced the SED to make concessions to the Federal Republic. Honecker’s attempt
to create his own consumer communism by proclaiming the “unity of economic
and social policy” far exceeded the economic resources of the GDR. At the same
time, cutbacks and price increases in oil and other raw material imports from
the Soviet Union undermined the export of refined products by the chemical
industry, the chief means for earning hard currency from the West. The SED
reacted by raising the minimum amount of currency that visitors from non-
socialist countries were required to exchange, as well as the Autobahn transit
fees and the ransoms for freeing imprisoned dissidents—measures that further
irritated the Western partner. Intra-German trade demanded especially large
sums of credit, since the East bought more from the West than it sold to the
West. Though the Neues Deutschland foregrounded disarmament policy, chan-
cellor Helmut Schmidt’s 1981 state visit in Hubertusstock had more to do with
improving economic relations because many East Germans considered that the
main issue was to “maintain our standard of living.” The “network of treaties
and understandings between our two states” was supposed to bring “a little bit
of normality.”16

While the border remained a lethal place for anyone trying to flee, the eas-
ing of travel restrictions gradually rendered it less fearsome by making it more
penetrable. In 1979 some 3.1 million people traveled from West Berlin into the
eastern part of the city, while another 3.6 million entered the GDR from West
Germany. Similarly, in 1982 some 1.55 million pensioners and 46,000 other GDR
citizens were able to travel to the West for familial reasons. The transit traffic to
and from West Berlin also climbed to 19.5 million, as highway and train con-
nections steadily improved. Although both sides acted “as if it were the most
normal thing in the world,” these encounters often created embarrassing situ-
ations, since the “Good Samaritan attitude” of Western guests unwittingly re-
inforced the inferiority complex of their Eastern hosts. Likewise, the stories
brought back by pensioners painted too positive a picture of the Federal Republic
as the “land of milk and honey,” with unlimited possibilities for consumption
and travel.17 But for all the misunderstandings that inevitably resulted from
decades of division, such contacts nonetheless maintained a certain feeling of
togetherness within the divided population, especially when constrasted to the
complete lack of connection between North and South Korea.

The transition to the more conservative cabinet of Helmut Kohl and Hans-
Dietrich Genscher in the fall of 1982 made little difference for the functioning of
the German-German relationship. Pressured by the CSU, Western rhetoric
hardened by stressing the legal reunification mandate, inveighing against the
order to shoot those trying to escape, and demanding greater reciprocity for
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concessions. In practice, however, the new government strove to abide by the
agreements inherited from its predecessor so as not to endanger the “human
gains” for the citizens of the GDR. The difference from the SPD was thus more
philosophical than practical. While the previous government proved more will-
ing to abandon “reunification in the sense of reconstituting that which existed
before,” Kohl’s report on the state of the nation claimed: “We are not resigned
to accepting that fellow German countrymen are denied the right to self-
determination.”18 In spite of massive support for the West German peace move-
ment, the SED also decided to adhere to a “pragmatic position” due to its deterio-
rating economic situation. One of the most dramatic expressions of the continuity
in German policy was the granting of a credit of 1 billion DM, even without an
explicit “return,” negotiated by none other than Franz Josef Strauß.19

Despite the intensification of the German-German relationship, the ten-
dency toward self-recognition of the Federal Republic, which had developed from
a stopgap measure to a permanent solution, strengthened during the 1980s. As
a result of growing apart, at sporting events, in television news, and in travel
guides, journalists spoke of “Germany,” even though they were referring only
to the West. For many travelers, the GDR seemed to be a nearby foreign country
—still somehow related, to be sure, but basically strange because of its Com-
munist character. While 78 percent of all West German adults considered reunifi-
cation desirable in 1979, only 59 percent of the county’s youths clung to this goal.
Moreover, 64 percent of those surveyed believed that real chances for a return
to German unity were slim. Because people were quickly losing interest in dis-
putes over national history, the Federal Republic built a museum to celebrate
its own success, the House of History in Bonn. Thus the plea of conservative
fraternity students for the “unity of the nation” sounded increasingly anachro-
nistic, while academic efforts “to keep alive the German question” yielded a
“discouraging picture.”20

In the GDR a separate sense of identity also slowly emerged, but this feel-
ing did not necessarily correspond to the SED slogan of a “socialist nation.”
Officially, the constitution of 1974 had bid farewell to the nation when it based
the political system entirely on class solidarity: “The GDR is a socialist state of
the workers and peasants.” But however much official propaganda rejected
reunification and insisted on the recognition of separate citizenship, the ques-
tion of nationality remained unsettled, for the majority of the population con-
tinued somehow to feel “German.” The SED’s turn to “heritage and tradition”
during the 1980s was thus an attempt to place the state on a broader basis that
was rooted in regional history and recognized cultural figures beyond the he-
roes of the workers’ movement.21 Instead of a socialist nationalism, a certain
“we feeling” slowly began to coalesce that consisted of a contradictory mixture
of common memories of suffering and pride in the GDR’s own material and
athletic success. Nevertheless, the isolated East Germans remained for the most
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part more intensely fixated on their Germanness than their more cosmopolitan
cousins in the West.22

Due to the lack of progress with unification, the long-standing consensus
of the major parties in the Federal Republic began to crumble in the mid-1980s.
The Greens, for instance, gave priority to the “question of peace” over unity and
even began to fancy notions of neutrality. Likewise, leading thinkers in the SPD,
such as Egon Bahr and Jürgen Schmunde, suggested closing the Salzgitter office
(set up to register human rights violations in the GDR) and recognizing a sepa-
rate East German citizenship. Distancing itself from national revisionism, a SPD
position paper clearly stated that “the unity of the nation does not mean reunifi-
cation.”23 The CDU, by contrast, maintained, in the words of the chancellor’s
advisor Horst Teltschik, that “the German question must remain open,” while
the CSU increased its criticism of SED human rights violations and demanded
an easing of emigration to the West. Similarly, the Sovietologist Wolfgang
Leonhard pointed to the possibility for “great changes” in the Eastern block
through dissidents, and the jurist Rupert Scholz argued: “The way to unity
through the nation-state is not forbidden.”24 Despite direct conversations be-
tween the SED and SPD concerning a “partnership for security,” most Social
Democrats started to doubt the reunification mandate.25

The basic paradox of normalizing intra-German relations manifested itself
in Erich Honecker’s long-awaited state visit to Bonn in 1987. While the SED
interpreted the trip, finally permitted by the Soviet leadership, as “the sealing of
the German division,” Chancellor Kohl saw the meeting as proof of “the un-
broken resolve to preserve” unity. The honors demanded by protocol, such as
the East German anthem and hammer-and-compass flags, undoubtedly signaled
some recognition of GDR sovereignty, but President Richard von Weizsäcker’s
welcome of Honecker as a “German among Germans” indicated the continued
closeness of both states.26 The joint communiqué therefore proclaimed the “fur-
ther development of good neighborly relationships” through easing travel regu-
lations and intensifying youth exchanges, city partnerships, and scholarly contacts,
which underlined, despite different social systems, a common will to “guaran-
tee peace.” Due to its contradictory interpretations, it was by necessity “a visit
that left many things open,” since it only strengthened the mutual connections,
without, however, being able to bridge the still very real antagonisms. Thus
afterward Bonn and East Berlin remained “divided together.”27

In the neighboring countries, however, the German rapprochement evoked
barely concealed nervousness, as it seemed to challenge the stability of the post-
war order. While Honecker could rightly claim that “capitalism and socialism
relate to one another like fire and water,” Kohl was also not entirely wrong when
he spoke of a “breakthrough in German policy.” Although a certain easing of
tension in the “European house” was even welcomed by the new Soviet leader
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Michael Gorbachev—as long as the wall between the two German rooms did
not collapse—all of its satellite regimes lived in fear of German unification. Simi-
larly, West European politicians had voiced support for unity countless times,
but they did so fully believing that they would never have to keep such a prom-
ise.28 However, some surprising agreement on the intra-German détente antici-
pated future developments. Thus American President Ronald Reagan bluntly
declared: “We want the Berlin Wall to fall so that the reunification of all four
sectors of the city . . . will become a reality.” Moreover, East European dissidents
like Vaclav Havel also supported unification as a precondition for the rejoining
of a peaceful Europe.29

Despite some successes, a mere “management of the consequences of divi-
sion” remained somewhat unsatisfying, as it left the question of the long-term
future undecided. To be sure, one could strike deals in the waiting room to unity,
even if intra-German commerce had begun to shrink due to the weakness of GDR
exports. Likewise, one could consider the 10 million annual trips between the
two states as “a small miracle for the Germans,” since they vastly increased the
number of human encounters.30 Yet “a new patriotism” remained “in search of
[novel] forms of unity,” while the left argued along with Green Party leader
Joschka Fischer that one needed to “understand division not as a curse” and,
instead, work toward cultivating unofficial forms of cooperation. A joint paper
by the SPD and SED on peace policy thus tried to contribute to this goal, as it
promoted détente through ideological competition between democratic and
dictatorial socialism. While critics such as SPD notable Egon Bahr labeled the
“CDU commitment to reunification hypocrisy,” other observers like Hans-Otto
Bräutigam claimed that “the cohesion of the Germans [has] become stronger.”31

In the end, no single party possessed a perfect recipe for overcoming the
division since none wanted to jeopardize the hard-won normalization of rela-
tions with the GDR. While the CDU pursued the “ending” of the “unnatural”
separation, it found no practical method for doing so, leading its liberal wing to
conclude that “reunification cannot now be achieved.” The CSU clung to a strict
anti-Communism, which only produced sterile confrontations, despite all of its
rhetorical fury. The FDP, under Genscher’s leadership, pushed for further at-
tempts at disarmament in connection with the Helsinki process but in doing so
did not really want to change the postwar order.32 By contrast, the SPD had
developed a practical concept of “transformation through closeness” but increas-
ingly lost sight of the final goal of reunification, since it invested so much in
cooperation with the SED. The leadership of the GDR also remained caught in
the dilemma of “striving for a good relationship” and simultaneously “main-
taining old feelings of hatred.” Only the Greens established closer relations to
the emerging East German opposition, but they merely wanted to reform so-
cialism and not work toward reunification.33
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Choosing Unification

During the summer of 1989 the democratic awakening in Eastern Europe posed
a fundamental challenge to the normality of the continent’s division and, as a
result, to the separation of the German states. The efforts of Mikhail Gorbachev
and George H. Bush toward détente had softened the two fronts to the point
that, for the first time in decades, nuclear disarmament and even the lifting of
the iron curtain began to be conceivable. Soviet toleration of the independent
trade union, Solidarity, in Poland and the commemoration movement for the
1956 uprising in Hungary made it clear that the Brezhnev doctrine had been
effectively revoked, a drastic change that promised greater freedom for internal
reforms among the satellite states. Finally, Bonn’s Eastern policy had engendered
sufficient trust in the Soviet bloc to reduce traditional fears of German revanchism.
These developments, which Kohl and Gorbachev discussed during the latter’s visit
in Bonn, also infused new life into the question of reunification, which had “long
lain dormant in the shadow of ‘political realities.’” How would the Germans, how
would their neighbors, react to these new opportunities?34

The first response was an intense controversy that revealed the extent to
which everyone had become accustomed to the division. In June, a federal gov-
ernment spokesman predicted “Honecker’s remaining in office beyond 1990,”
while the SED head hoped that “the development of good-neighborly relations”
would continue. The Young Socialists also advocated “transnational coopera-
tion” rather than the pursuit of the illusion of unity, while left intellectuals such
as Gerhard Zwerenz criticized the concept of “reunification” as “an empty na-
tionalist phrase, which does not even appear in the Basic Law.”35 By contrast, a
growing number of commentators, including dramatist Rolf Hochhuth, believed
that “the German clock has struck unity” and in light of the reforms in the So-
viet Union predicted, like CDU politician Ottfried Hennig, that “the wall will
fall.” Foreign observers, such as the French historian Joseph Rovan and the
former Italian ambassador Luigi Ferraris, also began to ponder “the possibility
of the reunification of the continent which had been split since 1945.” Although
the Federal Republic was not pursuing a “policy of destabilization,” these differ-
ences in opinion made it clear that “people were once again discussing the Ger-
man question.”36

The end of stability signaled by the mass exodus from the GDR threw the
Bonn government into a quandary over the future of its Germany policy. The
East Germans’ elemental urge to emigrate plunged the “policy of small steps”
into a crisis, because the normal exchange of economic help for humanitarian
concessions could no longer master the new dimension of the problem. Should
operative policy, even in this situation, “simply stay its course” and continue
the tested cooperation with the SED, or was the wave of emigration a sign of
such a “widespread dissatisfaction” as to necessitate a policy change, pushing



Searching for Normalcy 223

for the democratic self-determination of the GDR population?37 While leftist
politicians like Gerhard Schröder continued to reject reunification as an “un-
suitable term,” conservatives, such as the journalist Karl Friedrich Fromme, now
demanded an active policy aimed at unification. After much discussion, Chan-
cellor Kohl and opposition leader Hans-Jochen Vogel finally agreed “to offer
[the GDR] broadly conceived cooperation, were it to introduce political and
economic reforms.” Having underestimated the opposition in the GDR, West
German politicians initially responded by intensifying their well-tested Eastern
policy.38

Ultimately “the precipitous development in East Berlin” forced a fundamen-
tal rethinking of options, which shattered the normality of the division. The rapid
growth of the Leipzig demonstrations and their spread to other cities demanded
greater adherence to human rights, while Honecker’s fall signaled a generational
transfer of power within the ossified SED leadership. The decisive event, how-
ever, was the partly planned and partly accidental opening of the Berlin wall on
November 9 because it made possible a spontaneous unification from below in
the divided Berlin: “The Germans are celebrating their reunion,” the media
proclaimed. Bonn’s policy supported this democratic awakening with further
calls for reform, contacts with the newly emerging opposition groups, and de-
mands for “free elections in the GDR” as a condition for an “entirely new di-
mension of economic assistance.”39 To be sure, the SED continued to insist that
reunification “was not on the agenda,” and opponents called for concerted ac-
tion “against unification.” But in international commentaries “the sleeping li-
oness of unity” raised her head, and the West German populace began to consider
the return of political unity not only desirable but also suddenly possible.40

Only in late November did Helmut Kohl risk the crucial step of declaring
unification the goal “of operative daily policy” in his “Ten Point Plan.” Even if
misunderstood hints by Soviet diplomat Nikolai Portugalow triggered the idea,
it was Horst Teltschik who suggested that the chancellor might reclaim the lead-
ership of public opinion with a daring initiative. The text itself was worked out
in the close confines of the chancellery without input from Foreign Minister
Genscher or consultation of Western allies so as not to dilute it.41 On its face,
the plan contained little more than an evolution of previous policy, since in
addition to immediate aid it began with the continuation of “cooperation with
the GDR.” Going somewhat further, it made the expansion of assistance con-
tingent on the condition that “a change of the political and economic system of
the GDR [should] be bindingly resolved and irreversibly set in motion.” More
explosive yet was the reference to Hans Modrow’s suggestion of a treaty com-
munity that would be expanded by “confederative structures between two states
in Germany” with the clear goal of creating a “federal state order.” Despite con-
cluding allusions to European integration and the CSCE, this reference was the
real provocation that set in motion the process of reunification.42



224 Challenges of Civil Society

Not surprisingly, the reaction to Kohl’s unexpected initiative was rather di-
vided. Conservative circles were overjoyed, since they believed that “we have earned
our unity.” Even the SPD brought itself to agree, largely because the elder states-
man Willy Brandt insisted that “what belongs together is growing together,”
though the Saarland populist Oskar Lafontaine remained skeptical. In contrast,
the Greens saw “no reason to deviate from our position.” West German intellec-
tuals inveighed “against the sweaty arrogance from Oggersheim,” and Berlin left-
ists demonstrated in “unity against the Kohl plantation.”43 Likewise, Germany’s
allies and neighbors were hardly enthused by the chancellor’s coup, since they felt
slighted by not being consulted and had major substantive reservations. U.S. Presi-
dent George Bush proved the most amenable to the plan, but on the condition
that Germany remain in NATO. French President François Mitterrand, however,
had ambivalent feelings toward a potential increase in German power, while Brit-
ish Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher flatly rejected unification. Most distraught
of all was Mikhail Gorbachev, who did not consider his policy of détente as per-
mission for unity and thus gave Genscher a firm dressing down, replete with allu-
sions to Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union some fifty years before.44

Once again, the East German populace forced hesitant politicians to take
further action with its open endorsement of unity. In the second half of No-
vember, the chants ringing forth from the Monday demonstrations in Leipzig
began to change from “we are the people” to “we are one people,” and even to
“Germany, united Fatherland.” While socialist intellectuals continued to hope
for an independent “third way” that would reform the GDR, more and more
opposition groups began to demand outright unification.45 Recruited from con-
servative church circles, the Democratic Awakening Party was the first to call
for the reconstitution of national unity, the SDP advocated “a democratic and
unaligned Germany in a European house,” and the citizens’ rights group De-
mocracy Now presented a step-by-step plan for a “mutual convergence”
through political and social reforms enacted by both states. When a huge crowd
of Dresden citizens triumphantly received Kohl just before Christmas with
shouts of “Helmut, Helmut” and black-red-gold flags, the silent majority made
the continuation of division untenable. The chancellor realized, “this regime is
finished. Unity is coming!” With the wind clearly at its back, the federal gov-
ernment in Bonn decided to discontinue support for East German statehood
and instead to push for unification.46

The growing pressure for “unity from below” unleashed an intense domes-
tic and international debate over the legitimacy of a German nation-state. Many
foreign commentators, such as the editorial staff of the New York Times, feared
that “this development is unavoidable,” although “hardly anyone is for it.” But
most domestic observers saw the “merger of both states in Germany as the only
way out of the economic, social, political, and moral crisis of the GDR.”47 In
fact, both reactions were emotional, because the return of a German nation-state
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touched on a dual taboo: On the one hand, the entire postwar order in Europe
was based on the division of Germany; on the other hand, the identity of Ger-
man intellectuals rested on a “postnational” self-understanding conditioned by
the Holocaust.48 As a result, in the winter of 1989–1990, the state chancelleries
and various commentators searched frantically for past models that would yield
somewhat to the aspirations for national unity without allowing the problem-
atic pre-1945 nationalist state to return. In the process, positive and negative
notions of normality played a key role, as their competing slogans determined
the respective recommendations.

Fearing a “Fourth Reich,” opponents of unification insisted on the continu-
ation of the division since they considered multiple statehood the normal condi-
tion of the German past. The quasi-historical “arguments against reunification”
were quite diverse: A German nation-state was immoral, because it had been dis-
credited by Auschwitz; anti-Semitic, since racism still lingered; “reactionary and
aggressive,” because it rested on the borders of 1937; “utterly impossible,” for it
required the annexation of the GDR; and, finally, “illusionary,” because East
German living standards could not be raised quickly to Western levels.49 This
negative and oversimplified memory shaped above all the feelings of the politi-
cal and racial victims of National Socialism in Israel, the United States, the So-
viet Union, and Poland, whose suffering had been inextricably tied to the name
“Germany.” But ironically, German intellectuals such as Günter Grass, in a kind
of anti-Fascism after the fact, also wished to avoid a relapse into the horrors of
the Third Reich and thus remained fixated on old fears.50 In the long run, how-
ever, their refusal could not be maintained because it ignored the fundamental
changes that had taken place during the generation and a half since 1945.

Searching for a “Third Way,” reformist socialists, by contrast, favored the
idea of a “treaty community” because it allowed the possibility of a “socialist
alternative to the FRG.” This solution, worked out by the chancellor’s office in
the form of a detailed draft treaty, rested on continued GDR independence that
would be developed through closer ties in all areas of the economy and culture
into a kind of dual state. The main supporters of this East German attempt to
“develop a solidarity society” of their own came not only from the former SED,
now reborn as the Party of Democratic Socialism (PDS), but also from elements
within the citizens’ movement of the Round Table, as well as Western radicals
who refused to give up the project of democratizing socialism without a fight.51

Initially, Gorbachev also sought the renewal of the GDR through internal re-
forms, while some Western intellectuals and trade unionists preferred continu-
ing the project of a “better Germany” to creating a united one. In the long run,
however, the obvious failure of real existing socialism and the East German
people’s longing for unity pulled the rug out from under the project of estab-
lishing just a loose treaty community between a self-reforming East and an
affluent West that would have to finance it.52
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The compromise of a “confederation” offered a more gradual progression
toward unification since it accommodated the desire for unity without imme-
diately ending the independence of the GDR. In many ways, it hearkened back
to the “German Confederation” of the nineteenth century because it tried to
make the incompatible compatible by aiming for greater community while si-
multaneously maintaining separate sovereignty. The SED had actually made this
suggestion in the 1950s so as to avoid “free elections” and codify the “achieve-
ments of socialism” through legal equality during a potential merger. Plans for
a confederation were propagated primarily by the PDS, the leftist currents in
the SPD, and the Greens who had grudgingly accepted unity but did not want
to see a complete fusion.53 Several neighboring states also saw in such a solu-
tion the lesser, but still tolerable, evil. However, Modrow’s loss of credibility that
stemmed from the discovery of SED corruption, his further support of the Stasi,
and the state bankruptcy rendered even a partial salvaging of dual statehood
obsolete. After sharp debates, even the Soviet government realized the inevitable
“necessity” of unification, making its concession public in early February dur-
ing successive press conferences with Modrow and Kohl in Moscow.54

Advocates of unity, by contrast, called for an “accession” to the Federal
Republic according to the Basic Law, based on the precedent of the return of
the Saarland in 1956. An orderly transition could be accomplished, either through
a joint constitutional convention spelled out in article 146 or through a quick
entry of the new states according to article 23, thereby avoiding a “long adven-
ture” of transition. Arguments for this “given process” referred to the achieve-
ments of democratization, the reputation of the Basic Law as “the most peaceful
and liberal political order,” and the integration into Europe and the Western
alliance system. As a nation within the recognized borders, a truncated German
state would no longer represent an anomaly in the international community.
Proponents of accession were primarily the governing parties, as well as the SPD,
the Protestant churches that had helped maintain cohesion, and a growing
majority of the East German population.55 Equally important was the steady
support of the American government and of dissidents from East Central Eu-
rope, because their encouragement reduced foreign resistance. The core prob-
lem of this alternative, however, was the clarification of controversial positions
such as the recognition of the Eastern border with Poland, as well as the con-
tinuation of NATO membership.56

By contrast, the final variant of creating a “European peace order” stressed
the interdependence of German unity and European integration. Above all, For-
eign Minister Genscher pointed out that the new Germany ought to be embedded
into Europe so as to gain the approval of its neighbors through “full respect for
existing treaties,” the “inviolability of borders,” and the “establishment of struc-
tures for cooperative security.” But Chancellor Kohl also steadfastly supported
Germany’s “European responsibility with no ifs or buts,” since he considered
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national unity and European integration “not [as] competing, but rather as com-
plementary mandates of the Basic law.” The SPD, the Greens, and the skeptics of
unity among the East German citizens’ rights advocates supported this position
as well.57 Of course, Europeanization was also popular among the neighboring
states because it permitted a still-hesitant Mitterrand to accept the inevitable un-
der certain conditions and opened the door for East Central Europe’s return to
the West. Nonetheless, it remained highly controversial whether that alternative
meant the abolition of the nation-state and neutralization within the CSCE or
Germany’s incorporation into the European Union.58

Ultimately, the dispute over the “path to Germany” was not decided by an
academic jury but by the population of the GDR in the first free elections of
March 1990. The unexpected victory of the “Alliance for Germany,” which re-
ceived over 48 percent of the vote, as well as the disappointing results for the
SPD, which came in at just under 22 percent, and the Liberals who received about
5 percent, resulted in a three-quarter majority in favor of unity. While the East
German government of Lothar de Mazière, which comprised this coalition,
wanted to “set its own priorities,” it proved to be a more willing partner in the
negotiations with Bonn than its predecessor, which had been dominated by the
PDS.59 The influence of this clear “affirmation of unity” on the form and pace
of the process was undeniable: On the one hand, the result was a signal to hesi-
tant intellectuals, who remained skeptical of unity because of a misunderstood
lesson of history, as well as those West Germans who feared that it might bring
“material disadvantages.”60 On the other hand, the clear mandate strengthened
the hand of those powers such as the United States who advocated “quick unifi-
cation” and insisted on membership in NATO. Thereafter the task would be “to
shape this unity in appropriate steps.”61

For the international community the chief challenge was realizing the Ger-
man right to self-determination without, however, destabilizing Europe in the
process. Among the affected countries, the implementation of this desire un-
leashed many anxieties since they feared that “Pandora’s box is once again open.”
As a result of numerous closed-door conversations, American, Russian, and
German statesmen agreed on “two-plus-four negotiations” to accommodate the
wishes of both German states while at the same time respecting the residual rights
of the victors of the Second World War.62 Despite the protests of the smaller
neighbors who felt ignored, this formula proved advantageous because both
German states were for the most part able to agree, in spite of the differences
between the neutralism of Markus Meckel and the multilateralism of Hans-
Dietrich Genscher. At the same time, strong American support for unity over-
came the resentment of Margaret Thatcher, derived largely from the loss of her
special status in the White House, and the wavering attitude of François Mitter-
rand. The key role, however, fell to Mikhail Gorbachev, since unification meant
that the Soviet Union had to give up its East German satellite.63
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The result of the dramatic negotiations was neither a neutral confederation
nor a European peace order but an expanded Federal Republic that remained
firmly anchored in the West.64 First, the Two-Plus-Four Treaty of September
12, 1990, established that “the unified Germany will encompass the territories
of the FRG, GDR, and all of Berlin.” This statement in effect recognized the Oder-
Neisse line as the eastern border with Poland, even if agreement was difficult
for those who had been expelled in 1945.65 Second, it reaffirmed Bonn’s peace
policy such as the “renunciation of the production, possession, and power to
determine the use of ABC weapons.” This also meant a drastic reduction in the
size of the Bundeswehr to 370,000 soldiers following the integration of the East-
ern NVA, thereby preventing any possibility of new aggression. Third, the So-
viet Union promised to withdraw its troops from East Germany by 1994, as long
as Bonn would bear the costs and only conventional forces would be stationed
there. The fourth, and for Moscow the most difficult concession, was that Ger-
many would retain the right to choose its alliances and thus maintain its mem-
bership in NATO as a whole. Fifth, the victorious powers dissolved “their rights
and responsibilities,” returning to unified Germany “full sovereignty over its
internal and external affairs.” The conclusion of the treaty was “a historical hour
for Europe and a fortunate hour for the Germans.”66

At the same time, the domestic aspects of unification had to be organized,
which in effect amounted to the transfer of the Western system to the new states.
Although many felt “steamrolled” by its pace, the economy cried out for “rapid
unification” to prevent the bankrupt GDR from “bleeding dry” through the
“exodus of hundreds of thousands.” By proposing an “economic and currency
union,” which recalled the Zollverein of the nineteenth century,Chancellor Kohl
wanted to give East Germans a “perspective for the future, that is, courage and
confidence to stay.” In order to overcome the “intensifying crisis,” the Federal
Republic offered “its strongest economic asset, the D-Mark.”67 Rather than
“growing together as slowly as possible,” this offer called for an abrupt, funda-
mental change of systems by “creating the legal preconditions for the introduc-
tion of the market economy.” Since in setting the exchange rate the interests of
the East and West Germans collided with one another, a compromise of 1:1.5
was finally worked out. The financial conversion, which required sums reach-
ing into the billions, would be facilitated through a fund for German unity on
the capital market. Ignoring the warnings of leftist Cassandras, the signing of
the State Treaty was a “decisive step toward unity,” because the East Germans
“had faith in an economic rebound.”68

The unification treaty was thus a necessary attempt to find a legal form for
the GDR’s integration into the Federal Republic because most East Germans
insisted on adopting the Western model.69 Though some wished to modify the
Basic Law by inserting a “right to work,” both governments preferred accession
on the basis of article 23 because of the “uncertainties” of a lengthy constitu-
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tional discussion according to article 146.70 Lothar de Maizière’s intention to
bring about unity “as quickly as possible and as orderly as necessary” failed due
to the collapse of GDR finances, which rendered an “emergency annexation
unavoidable.” After a long “skirmish,” the East German Parliament therefore
set the date for unification as October 3, 1990.71 The content of the voluminous
treaty tried to regulate the chaos of the transition as much as possible. The easi-
est step was the political incorporation, which was accomplished through the
reestablishment of the five Eastern states that had existed until 1952. More diffi-
cult was the recognition of Eastern diplomas and acceptance into the Western
benefits system without having paid anything into it. The most controversial
aspects proved to be determination of property rights, the legality of abortion,
and access to the files of the Stasi, which had kept detailed records on millions
of citizens. To cope with all these difficulties, Federal President Richard von
Weizsäcker exhorted: “Accept each other.”72

The unification celebration on October 3, 1990, symbolized the transition
“from normalization to normality”—from management of division to restora-
tion of unity. A Swiss reporter described the festive scene: “Amid the exultation
of tens of thousands . . . a huge black, red, and gold flag has been hoisted . . . in
front of the Reichstag in Berlin at midnight as a sign that the entrance of the
GDR into the FRG has been completed.” On the rostrum Chancellor Kohl and
Premier de Maizière, as well as other dignitaries, listened to the ringing of the
freedom bell from the Schönberg town hall and sang the national anthem, in-
toned by a choir. “A brief moment of emotion” passed, with the “indefinable
feeling of having witnessed a historic occasion.” Champagne corks popped, fire-
works lit up the evening sky, and “a cheerful festive mood” permeated the air.
The celebration was deliberately unostentatious, so as not to produce any “pa-
triotic ardor” that might evoke bad memories. By demonstrating the continued
existence of its civility, the unified Federal Republic wanted to soothe the fears
of both domestic and foreign skeptics who persisted in the opinion “never again
Germany!”73

Uncertainties of Normality

The elemental joy over the unexpected unity soon gave way to uncertainty about
the consequences of returning to normality. To the question posed by the SPD
politician Klaus von Dohnanyi in the summer of 1991, is “Germany—a normal
country?” many intellectuals emphatically responded: “After Auschwitz there
can never be political normality for Germany.” For commentators such as Kurt
Sontheimer who were sensitive to tradition, the return to the nation-state was
“a miracle of history,” which, as the neoconservative Rainer Zitelmann hoped,
would put an end to the agonizing discussion of the past and inspire a more
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self-confident stance in international affairs.74 In contrast, critical thinkers such
as Jürgen Habermas, for whom the East German “Deutsch-Mark nationalism”
was an abomination, were concerned with maintaining the civilizing advances
of the postwar period that a revulsion against the Nazi crimes had inspired and
with pushing forward the evolution toward a postnational global community.
With amazement, foreign observers thus registered in the Germans a certain “fear
of becoming normal once again.”75

Highest priority belonged to the attempt to expunge all traces of the divi-
sion as quickly and as thoroughly as possible. This included, above all, remov-
ing the notorious fortifications such as watchtowers, minefields, firing zones,
and guard dogs that stretched along the 800–mile border between the two states
like a deep wound. With assistance from the “Fund for German Unity,” blocked
streets were reopened, demolished bridges rebuilt, rail lines restored, telephone
lines reactivated, high-tension wires reconnected, and new gas and oil lines laid.
Long-separated families were reunited, and interrupted friendships, particularly
in towns near the border, could be refreshed and new encounters made, which
helped to rekindle human relationships. From more distant regions, bus trips
were organized into unknown parts of the country, in which the younger gen-
eration could satisfy its curiosity and establish new contacts. Amid all of the
euphoria, however, the very first meetings revealed just how far the Germans
had grown apart in attitudes and life experiences during the previous four de-
cades. It came as little surprise, therefore, that the people carried “the wall in
their heads” much longer than it took to remove its physical remains.76

Another aspect of the transition was the rapid Westernization of the out-
ward appearance of East German cities, streets, and people. While most things
stayed the same in the West after October 3, the changes in the East during the
first years of unity were breathtaking. Flashy new cars began to dominate the
streets; gas stations, stores, and shopping centers sprang up everywhere; houses
were repainted; and sparkling advertisements banished the dreary gray that had
only occasionally been punctuated by red propaganda banners. With hard West-
ern currency in hand, customers at first bought only Western products instead
of their own well-known but boring goods, so that cherries from Werder out-
side Berlin lay rotting while fruit was flown in from the American west coast!
From postage stamps to insurance forms and tax bills, a strange new regulatory
world from the West assailed the new citizens, who had trouble learning to cope
with its unfamiliar demands. Occasionally Western development helpers offered
support, if not always for selfless reasons. Ultimately, there was little alternative
to this pervasive “dominance of the West,” especially if East Germans quickly
wanted to become full citizens of the new state.77

Less welcome as a byproduct of the transformation was the breakup of many
GDR institutions, partly out of necessity and partly because of misunderstand-
ing. Due to the closing of many companies, an industrial wasteland emerged
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that covered broad stretches of land with rusting factories and orphaned collec-
tive farms. Following the withdrawal of the Russian troops, empty barracks and
abandoned exercise grounds, often contaminated with old munitions, added yet
another blemish to the post-Communist landscape. As a result of the dissolu-
tion of the Stasi, many of its former “objects” also fell into decline, if they no
longer promised to yield any private gain. Finally, many daycare centers, cul-
ture houses, and other social institutions, which could no longer be financed,
sank into disrepair. The “blooming landscapes” promised by Helmut Kohl dur-
ing the election campaign, fertilized by consumption subsidized from the West,
thus contrasted starkly with the ugly ruins of the defunct SED dictatorship. As
a result, disappointment over the “tearing down” and anger over the “selling
out” of the East took hold of many former GDR citizens. For those who lost their
job, it didn’t much matter if the air quality had improved and the water become
cleaner in cities of the “chemical triangle.”78

The understandable “unification shock” soon turned into anxiety over a far-
reaching “crisis of unification” since there seemed no end to the bad news. Had
the excessive market orientation of the Trusteeship’s privatization policies not
ruined many renowned industrial firms such as the camera company Pentacon?
Were the inflated wage demands of the united trade unions not pushing up the
level of unemployment to the point where it was twice as high in the East than
in the West? Was the exodus of labor, above all of young people, not continuing
unabated, despite all of the retraining initiatives taken by the government?79 The
belated policy reactions to the collapse of the structures of the planned economy
mounted a truly remarkable effort, which saw the transfer of 1,250 billion Euros
for the renovation of the infrastructure and the financing of social costs through
a solidarity surcharge added to the income tax. Unfortunately, only a fraction
of the money went into actually new, productive investments. Many East Ger-
mans therefore felt as if they were “foreigners in their own home, strangers in
the new era,” while impatient, know-it “better Westies [Wessis]” railed against
the ingratitude of “whining Easties [Ossis].”80

The real difficulties and the political mistakes created a veritable “psycho-
drama of political unity” that became a favorite topic of editorials and cultural
comments in German newspapers. Opinion polls discovered a growing alien-
ation between Easterners and Westerners, reinforced by the asymmetry of their
income and access to the media. The systematic delegitimizing of the GDR
through the parliamentary Commission of Inquiry and the media’s exposure of
scandalous Stasi collaboration triggered a “deep depression in the East and apa-
thy in the West,” which threatened to lead to “distance, disappointment, and
hatred.”81 The arrogance of some Western advisors, the loss of the familiar East
German products, and the incessant feeling of being overwhelmed by rapid
changes helped nourish a feeling among many East Germans that they were
“second-class citizens.” As the distance from the shabbiness and repressiveness
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of real existing socialism grew, there thus emerged, stoked by the election pro-
paganda of the PDS, “something like a cultural identity” of the East, based
on a “misty-eyed memory of the GDR,” that expressed itself as nostalgia
(N-Ostalgie).82 Hence the numerous initiatives for creating a new “togetherness”
had a hard time bridging these emotional chasms.83

As a “central component” of the “new European order,” unification also
represented a caesura in international affairs since it raised the issue of “the fu-
ture German role in European and international politics.” Once the new states
were integrated, the increase in population, enlargement of economic poten-
tial, and expansion of territory seemed to make a growth of German power in-
evitable. Although such a development might be tempered by expectations of
assuming more responsibility, it also awakened understandable historical fears
among German neighbors. Domestically, moreover, intellectuals harbored anxi-
eties about a return to ascendancy. Two opposing perspectives thus faced off in
the public sphere: Along with Oskar Lafontaine, the left considered the “nation-
state obsolete” and hoped that “one day in the not too distant future” unified
Germany would be absorbed into “a greater Europe.” Conservative commen-
tators such as Arnulf Baring, by contrast, demanded a fundamental rethinking
of Germany’s international role that would allow it to define its own interests
and resume its old mediating function between East and West, modified by
postwar civilizing ingredients.84

During the first Gulf War against Iraq, the expanded Federal Republic did
not exactly pass the test of its greater responsibilities with flying colors. Under
the banner of “no blood for oil,” a mass movement arose that considered the
liberation of Kuwait, in Peter Glotz’ words, an “unjustified war.” While in the
West the tradition of civil abstention from conflicts lived on, in the East it was
rather the lingering influence of SED-fostered anti-Americanism that fueled
passions against the war. Only after Hans Magnus Enzensberger characterized
Saddam Hussein as “Hitler’s ghost” and Wolf Biermann stressed the menace
posed to Israel by SCUD missiles did a more sober appraisal set in.85 Under
massive American pressure, the Kohl-Genscher government changed course and
sent, in addition to billions of dollars in aid, support troops to Turkey and the
Mediterranean, as well as military equipment to Israel. Washington, however,
was not the only capital that was disappointed by the Germans’ attempt “to re-
main political dwarfs.” Slowly the realization “that we also must assume our
portion of political responsibility for the increasingly difficult course of world
events” began to dawn on the political class in Bonn.86

Brought on by the dissolution of Yugoslavia, the next important trial hardly
went any better, since a more active German foreign policy also awakened old
prejudices. To be sure, it was Slobodan Milosevic who had aggravated the con-
flict between nationalities in the multiethnic south Slavic state as a way of sal-
vaging “at least the dream of a greater Serbia” from the wreckage of Titoism.
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The Western powers and Russia, however, as the godfathers of the founding of
Yugoslavia in 1919, wanted to maintain the federal state for as long as possible. At
the same time, the Balkans were emotionally traumatized by the memory of the
Austro-German occupation during the First World War and the Nazi crimes of
the Second World War, especially since the Croatian Ustashi had been loyal allies
of Hitler. Genscher’s rapid recognition of Slovenian and Croatian independence
in the name of their right to self-determination not only unleashed a military
counterstrike by the Serbians but also aroused indignation over a “big and arro-
gant” Germany in Western capitals. It appeared as if any attempt to assume a re-
gional leadership role was also bound to trigger “old-new resentments.”87

Obtaining domestic approval of military peacekeeping missions was an
equally controversial process since it called for a rethinking of Germany’s in-
ternational posture. Several barriers such as the constitutional limitation of the
military to the defense of the country, the Bundeswehr’s outdated focus on a
conflict with the Warsaw Pact, and the “culture of restraint” promoted by the
peace movement had to be overcome. The first foreign deployment under the
aegis of the UN in Somalia therefore remained largely limited to providing lo-
gistical support. Gradually, the “nightly television images of the Balkan horrors”
forced Germans to realize that nonintervention could also be a moral failure and
the lesson of the Holocaust might point to the need to combat injustice more
actively. In 1994 a decision of the Federal Constitutional Court finally opened
the way for participation in peacekeeping operations within a UN or NATO
framework. During the Kosovo War, airmen from the Luftwaffe went into battle
for the first time since 1945, while ground troops were made available for a pos-
sible land invasion. Despite historical fears still harbored by some neighbors,
this reluctant assumption of military responsibility was welcomed internation-
ally as a necessary step toward normalization.88

By contrast, engagement for European integration was less controversial
since German and European unity appeared to be “inextricably intertwined.”
The political class, regardless of party affiliation, promoted the continuation of
Europe’s unification process, not least of all because it provided a kind of insur-
ance policy against possible nationalist relapses in the future. Due to his per-
sonal convictions, Chancellor Kohl was willing to sacrifice the D-Mark, the
symbol of Germany’s economic revival, to the creation of the Euro by agreeing
to the Maastricht Treaty, as long as the new currency was stable and the Euro-
pean Central Bank was located in Frankfurt am Main. Toward NATO expan-
sion into Eastern Europe, however, the Federal Republic maintained a more
reserved posture and instead let the Americans take the lead. Nevertheless, it
did nothing to prevent the admission of its former enemies into the alliance,
since that would increase Germany’s security in the East. In spite of popular fears
of low-wage competition in the labor market, the federal government took a
more active role in promoting expansion of the EU into East Central Europe,
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because it promised advantages for industry and would restore Germany’s tra-
ditional central position.89

Though the initial steps were marked by continuity with the old Federal Re-
public, the foreign policy of the united Germany did slowly assume contours of
its own. To be sure, the basic coordinate system that included a commitment to
NATO and European integration, as well as simultaneous friendship with the
United States and France, remained firmly in place. But perceptive observers such
as the Polish historian Adam Krzeminski discovered a few slight shifts in empha-
sis—for example, “the desire for an active policy in the East and Southeast of
Europe.” Such a course also entailed a closer relationship to Russia, which ex-
pressed itself in considerable investment and attempts at mediation when tensions
cropped up between Moscow and Washington. In addition, there were some in-
dications of a bolder assertion of Germany’s own interests within a multilateral
context, such as, for example, the demand for limiting agricultural subsidies in
the EU and for keeping the East German states in the regional support program
of Brussels. Despite warnings from abroad, these new initiatives did not signal a
return to the affectations of Wilhelmine world politics but represented attempts
to deploy the increased weight of a European “middle power” cautiously.90

Dealing with the ideological repercussions of the “return to normality”
proved still more difficult, since most intellectuals were completely unprepared
for it. Citing a widespread “aversion to facing up to the tasks and responsibili-
ties which the reestablishment of the nation-state has brought with it,” Wolf
Lepenies lamented “the lack of consequences of this astounding event.” The
leftist majority, which had long since bid farewell to the nation, complained along
with Habermas about “the discrediting of our best and most vulnerable intel-
lectual traditions” and portrayed the failure of state socialism as the “destruc-
tion of reason.” The rightist minority, by contrast, agreed with the cultural critic
Heinz Bohrer that unity offered a chance to highlight the “lack of an unconsciously
effective, self-evident feeling of nationality” that had provincialized the “half-nation
West.” The challenge of finding an identity soon produced an ideological power
struggle, revolving around discursive hegemony within the reconstituted nation.
The East German theologian Richard Schröder therefore commented sarcastically:
“Every party has considered unification . . . as a chance to push through some
agenda that has not yet succeeded in the Federal Republic—on our backs.”91

A first bone of contention was the future orientation of German democ-
racy: Should the advances of the old Federal Republic be continued, or should a
new hybrid with more East German characteristics be created? Proud of the
overthrow of the SED dictatorship, Lothar de Maizière had promised that the
unified country would become “more Eastern, Protestant, and socialist.” West-
ern commentators such as Kurt Sontheimer, however, did not consider a “fare-
well from the Federal Republic” to be necessary, because “nothing fundamentally
new [is] emerging.” In his obituary for the GDR, the sociologist Niklas Luhmann
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ironically noted that the left was finally discovering that the Bonn state, which
it previously criticized, was a civil society, characterizing this attitude as a para-
dox of “going along while being opposed.”92 By contrast, conservative cultural
commentators wanted to leave this “republic of political weaklings and intel-
lectual windbags” behind by appealing to the nationalist feelings of the new states.
East German intellectuals found it difficult to define which positive elements,
apart from the walk-in polyclinics, they wanted to salvage from the wreckage of
socialism, but they still claimed that unity was “the dowry of the GDR.”93

Yet another ideological battlefield was the attempt to deal with the past, a task
that became doubly difficult through the collapse of Germany’s second dictator-
ship. The heretical hope expressed by Martin Walser in his 1998 Peace Prize speech
at the Frankfurt book fair—that “the Germans are now a normal people, an ordi-
nary society”—was bound to founder on the objections of the rival victim groups.94

On the one hand, East Germans, scarred by the repression of the SED as well as
conservative cold warriors in the West, demanded a retrospective delegitimation
of the GDR as a “state based on injustice,” which would confirm a forceful anti-
Communism. On the other hand, in both parts of the country survivors of the
Nazi crimes and intellectuals on the left who remained conscious of German guilt
insisted on an unflinching engagement with the Holocaust in order to justify a
retrospective anti-Fascism. Although the frontlines were inverted, both debates
were closely linked, as each concerned the respective priorities within a broader
anti-totalitarianism as the legitimating ideology of the expanded Federal Repub-
lic. Only slowly did it begin to dawn on some that both issues suffered from
instrumentalization and instead required a more differentiated analysis.95

The most explosive controversy, however, revolved around the implications
of reconstituting the nation-state, since an “intellectual right” demanded a decided
“renationalization.” With his sibylline essay “Goat Song Crescendo,” the poet
Botho Strauß launched a philippic against the shallowness of the 1968 intelligent-
sia and called for a “far-reaching change of mentality born amid dangers.” Willy
Brandt’s conservative widow Brigitte Seebacher broadened this critique of “Ger-
man self-hate” into a rejection of the widespread denial of the fatherland: “Nor-
mality means to be as others are, other democrats who each in their own way have
had to find normalcy.” As a precondition for a more independent national policy,
the publicist Rainer Zitelmann went on to challenge Western integration so as “to
debunk the almost mythical glorification of the West.” Rejecting the German
“metaphysics of guilt,” the Göttingen high school teacher Karlheinz Weißmann
similarly called for a return to the traditions of the nation-state. These currents
culminated in the attempt to use the effort to create a new normality of unity as a
means of returning to a “self-confident nation.”96

“Constitutional patriots” on the left who were suspicious of the whole con-
cept of the nation reacted with a touch of hysteria to such neonationalist attacks
on their discursive authority. For instance, Günter Grass deplored the “rampant
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growing together” that occurred during the “ugly process of unification” and
prophesied bleak consequences of an “unchecked greed for profit” for neighbors
in East Central Europe. Defending the civilizational gains of the old Federal Re-
public, the social democratic thinker Peter Glotz also warned of “German dan-
gers” such as the rise of a new “national intelligentsia,” which would relapse into
outdated nationalist patterns under the banner of “normalization.” Similarly, the
prominent Bielefeld historian Hans-Ulrich Wehler castigated the “new dreams
of the intellectuals” as a “mystical nationalism.” Even more explicitly, Jürgen
Habermas criticized those intellectuals “who long for a new ‘normality of the
nation-state’” and denounced their dreams as a “third revival” of neoconservative
ideas dating from the Weimar Republic.97 This reflexive rejection, while rhetori-
cally impressive, hardly addressed the new challenges posed by reunification.

Between these fronts, more moderate intellectuals strove to develop a demo-
cratic patriotism that built on the learning processes of the postwar period but
accepted the task of constructing a new identity. Christian Meier, a well-known
historian of antiquity, pleaded for “the necessity of constructing a (new) nation,”
while the contemporary historian Heinrich August Winkler called for a “new
construction of a German nation” with a decidedly European orientation and
Western values. In addition, the East German theologian Richard Schröder jus-
tified “why we must consider ourselves as a nation or a people” with the bur-
dens of history and the tasks of the unification process: “Nations without a state
and divided nations make problems for themselves and others. Fortunately, we
are now rid of this.” Finally, the CDU politician Wolfgang Schäuble called for
an emotional attachment through “love of the homeland, patriotism, [and]
national feeling,” so that “the national community [can exist] as a communal
protection for peace and freedom.”98 It was precisely in order to prevent relapses
into a dangerous nationalism that these commentators advocated the acceptance
of a postclassic, Westernized nation-state firmly embedded within Europe.

Despite all unsolved problems, retrospective appraisals of the unification
process after the first five years struck a decidedly positive note. Minister-
President of Saxony Kurt Biedenkopf stated, if a bit prematurely, that “German
unity has succeeded.” While “many desires of the GDR dissidents” remained un-
fulfilled and serious mistakes such as the principle of “restitution before com-
pensation” had hampered the attempt to bring East and West closer together,
the extent of rebuilding was still “an impressive common achievement of all Ger-
mans.”99 “The international [aspect] has succeeded,” summed up Alfred Grosser,
a French authority on Germany, adding the wish: “Try to be optimists!” Mental
integration turned out to be the most difficult task of all, since some observers
like Christoph Dieckmann claimed that “East and West are once again drifting
apart,” because Eastern voices did not find enough of a hearing in the unified
Germany. Such disappointment may have been partly due to unrealistic expec-
tations created by a “false myth of a community” that suggested total consen-
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sus. Hence the conservative columnist Hans-Joachim Veen argued, if acceptance
of the “foundations of the Federal Republic’s legitimacy” was the basic criterion,
then internal unity existed already.100

Civil Society and Nation

In view of the multiple upheavals, normality was an understandable “object of
desire” for many Germans in the twentieth century. Initially, this vague concept
meant a middle-class life that could be planned without undue worries of politi-
cal instability, military violence, economic crises, or cultural uncertainties. How-
ever, the ideological basis and substantive form of a normal existence were endlessly
debated, since each party, church, or interest group sought to realize its own, usually
incompatible, notion of what that entailed. As a result, during the 1980s “normal-
ization” could imply either the recognition of the division, an interpretation fa-
vored by those on the left, or the disavowal of the Nazi past, as rightists advocated
during the historians’ debate over German responsibility for the Holocaust. After
unification, a similar controversy pitted pessimists, who warned of an “unnotice-
able transformation of the Germans” in the direction of a “false normalization,”
against optimists, who saw “the republic on the way to normality.” Behind such
disputes lurked the trauma of the nation, which hampered “the acceptance of the
Federal Republic as a democratic and stable system of government.”101

The German reception of the fashionable concept “civil society” has rarely
posed the question of its compatibility with the nation-state explicitly. That is hardly
surprising, since Zivilgesellschaft is primarily considered as a signifier of the “third
sector” that is located somewhere between politics and the economy. In other words,
the concept denotes a sphere of autonomous civic action in society, which pertains
to the entire range of problems, from the local to the global level.102 But closer
study of “real civil societies” leads inevitably to the question of the political con-
ditions that either favor or hamper their development. In addition, a historical
look at the German case shows that certain regimes such as Wilhelmian semi-
constitutionalism, presidential cabinets, and National Socialist or Communist
dictatorships have not exactly helped transnational cooperation or promoted in-
dependent activity by their citizens. Precisely because authoritarian traditions and
reactionary nationalism have repeatedly repressed civil society, Germany’s special
path suggests rather a reverse conclusion: namely, that without constitutional guar-
antees and political unity, a civil society can only develop with great difficulty.103

Is the expanded Federal Republic finally “on the way to civil society,” or do
relapses into repression and aggression threaten, as suggested by the metaphor
of a “two component poison”? While overly optimistic assessments of reunifi-
cation as “a German success story” may be premature, leftist pessimism, which
posits a kind of compulsory repetition of catastrophe, appears less convincing



238 Challenges of Civil Society

still.104 Even if during the first decade following unification the postwar learn-
ing processes, which changed political culture for the better, have been pruned
of some exaggerations, their basic civilizing thrust has not been fundamentally
challenged. For instance, the limited acceptance of multilateral peacekeeping
deployments has done little to reverse the demilitarization of mentalities; the
rise of a democratic patriotism has failed to undo the rejection of radical na-
tionalism; and the return of neoliberalism has failed to break the sense of social
solidarity that supports a clientelist welfare state. The rediscovery of East Cen-
tral Europe has not shaken the foundations of Westernization, either, because
even the new citizens stand by democracy, and protest movements, as shown in
the leadup to and aftermath of the Gulf and Iraq wars, continue to flourish.105

Such positive findings do not mean that all problems that have resulted from
unification have already been solved. The collapse of the East German planned
economy has led to such widespread deindustrialization, unemployment, and
emigration that even an enormous transfer of money and expertise from the West
has only managed to stimulate economic growth in a few especially favorable areas.
Misunderstandings between countrymen who had quite different formative ex-
periences and expectations were bound to happen, because both sides knew too
little about each other’s lives. Added to an already difficult situation were new frus-
trations brought on by Western tutelage perceived as colonization, as well as re-
sentment toward Eastern ingratitude seen as obstinacy. Only slowly have “common
experiences on thin ice” been able to overcome these contradictions so that con-
flicts in the “scenes from a difficult marriage” could be considered enriching rather
than upsetting.106 Ironically, it was precisely the intense preoccupation with the
unification crisis that has prevented the new, more powerful Germany from be-
coming as overbearing as skeptics had predicted.

The real challenge is thus not to deny unification, for which it is already too
late, but rather to civilize the new nation-state in a European and global context.
The accession of the East German states to the old Federal Republic was not nec-
essarily the wrong step toward achieving this goal, even if it did prevent the fusion
of East and West on a more equal basis. Domestically, it transferred a model that
had proven itself over the previous four decades to the new states; internation-
ally, it embedded the strengthened Germany into the Western alliance, as well as
into the process of European integration. No doubt, a more intelligent investment
policy, the adoption of proven solutions such as the polyclinics, and greater re-
spect for the vast difference in biographies would have helped.107 A bit more cour-
age in the discussion of the reform of the Basic Law would also not have hurt.
Nevertheless, there remains sufficient reason to hope that embedding unification
in the broader process of overcoming the division of Europe might prevent the
recurrence of nationalism, thereby helping the entire continent to grow together
again. In the end, everything depends on the character that the new nation-state
will assume in the future.



C H A P T E R  9

Fearing Foreignness

239

The flames that engulfed several homes for asylum seekers signalled a grow-
ing hostility toward foreigners in the enlarged Federal Republic. In the early

1990s, mobs of young people shouting “Foreigners Out!” and cheered on by adult
spectators, stormed hostels in the East German cities of Hoyerswerda and Rostock
with the goal of forcing the deportation of refugees. Shortly thereafter, radical
right-wing skinheads set fire to the homes of Turkish families in the West Ger-
man cities of Mölln and Solingen, burning several people to death.1 Surprised
by daily reports of horrific “violence against foreigners,” politicians stood by
helplessly as a mounting wave of xenophobia, which some of them had helped
foment through their populist criticism of “asylum abuses,” washed over the newly
united Germany. In reaction, alarmed citizens in churches, unions, and cultural
associations called for a “common front against hatred of foreigners” and thus
mobilized hundreds of thousands in candlelight demonstrations for tolerance. This
conflict between xenophobic racism and multicultural cosmopolitanism posed the
fundamental question: “How civil is the unified Germany?”2

Somewhat unintentionally, Allied decisions to punish the crimes of the Nazis
had in fact created the basis for an ethnically homogenous, but much smaller
German state. Although Hitler had begun the process of ethnic cleansing by
unleashing a war of annihilation that culminated in the genocide of the Jews and
the Slavs, the measures undertaken at the Potsdam Conference to prevent the
recurrence of such crimes completed the destruction of the centuries-old multi-
ethnic settlements in East Central Europe. The undoing of the Nazi conquests
in such places as the Sudetenland returned disputed areas to Germany’s neigh-
bors, while the westward shift of Poland with the cession of parts of East Prussia,
Pomerania, and Silesia detached still more territories that had been ethnically
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mixed before the war. The supposedly “orderly and humane” transfer of popu-
lation that began with the spontaneous flight of Germans fearing revenge quickly
turned into a state-sanctioned expulsion of some 12.5 million people. At the same
time, several million “displaced persons” from Eastern Europe were either re-
turned to their home countries or transported across the ocean.3 With the ex-
ception of a small Danish minority, the population that remained between the
Rhine and the Oder Rivers thus became more uniformly German than it had
ever been.

In its dealings with foreigners, the Federal Republic inherited a highly am-
bivalent tradition. On the one hand, the 1913 definition of citizenship according
to jus sanguinis had been built on the principle of cultural origin in the hope of
keeping ties to the German diaspora in Eastern Europe and overseas after a cen-
tury of emigration. In constrast to the French and American practice of jus soli,
however, this ethnic preference discriminated against foreigners who had estab-
lished roots in the country and, as was the case with East European Jews, sought
to obtain German citizenship. As a result, the foreign workers who were recruited
to advance economic growth saw themselves treated as temporary help instead of
as permanent immigrants.4 On the other hand, among the fathers of the Basic Law
the experience of Nazi exile had engendered a principled openness toward all those
seeking protection. Memories of their own flight inspired them to make the ex-
traordinarily liberal promise that the “politically persecuted enjoy the right of
asylum.”5 During the Cold War, the dual goals of admitting ethnic Germans re-
locating to the FRG and accepting political asylum seekers could still be recon-
ciled since in the case of the GDR refugees they were largely identical.

Due to its fragmentation, the scholarly literature is only somewhat helpful
in trying to explain the connection between immigration and xenophobia. Most
of the impressive research on migration concentrates on German emigration
rather than on Germany’s subsequent transformation into an immigration coun-
try, a highly charged topic during the last few years.6 In contrast, the literature
on right-wing radicalism focuses primarily on marginal parties and youth sub-
cultures such as the skinheads and thus explains the phenomenon largely as a
form of domestic protest or the result of generational tensions.7 Legal histories
tracing the development of citizenship are more interested in the changes of rules
pertaining to admission and naturalization, while sociological studies on the
problems of assimilation often slight the historical background.8 Since the trou-
bling rise of xenophobia so shortly after unification can hardly be a coincidence,
a more integrative and cultural approach is required to elucidate some of the
psychological connections between immigration and xenophobia.

Indeed, acceptance of foreignness is a key indicator of the maturity and vi-
tality of a civil society. Therefore critical commentators saw the outbreaks of
violence as an assault against the liberal constitutional state that Germany had
worked so hard to build over the preceding four decades: “The sickening,
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pogrom-like incidents in Saxony’s Hoyerswerda and their Western [as well as]
Eastern imitators mark a casus belli for civil society.”9 Such massive xenophobia
violated some of the central tenets of civil society, such as its orientation toward
“conflict, compromise, and understanding”; its “recognition of plurality, differ-
ence, and tension”; and its mandate to “act nonviolently, peacefully.” Yet one
might object to such an idealization of civil society by arguing that “uncivil ten-
dencies,” such as right-wing radicalism and xenophobia, were also a part of
modern society and revealed a negative side of intolerant, but still voluntary,
association.10 Any reflection on the extent of German transformation since 1945
must therefore conclude with the question: “What kind of society did the new
republic become?”

Instrumental Opening

In the topsy-turvy world of Nazi defeat, ethnic separation and consolidation
seemed to have a clear priority. One journalist noted a seemingly random move-
ment: “Everywhere one sees family caravans with hand carts—refugees from
Berlin’s surrounding area who are trying to get home.” Cut off by new interna-
tional and zonal borders, children who had been sent off to the countryside
wanted to return to their parents, evacuated adults rushed back to the destroyed
cities, and captured soldiers hoped for quick release and a way home. At the same
time, surviving slave laborers demanded rapid repatriation to their homelands,
while stateless Nazi victims waited in camps alongside erstwhile collaborators
to emigrate to America, Canada, or Australia. But the dissolution of the Nazi
racial hierarchy also brought new foreigners to Germany in the form of occu-
pation troops, who now came not as inferiors but as the new masters, living in
a superior universe of their own in the West or in completely segregated com-
pounds in the East.11 Solidarity was extended only to the closest friends, and
beyond that perhaps to “ethnic comrades,” but rarely to foreigners, whose spon-
taneous acts of revenge Germans had ample reason to fear.12

The greatest challenge involved the absorption of expellees from the East
who streamed in individually, in joint treks, and in endless columns. “At the
border the Czechs take the shirt right off the Germans’ back and hit them with
a dog whip,” one man reported angrily. His stoic wife, however, replied: “We
can’t complain. We asked for it.” By 1949, 7,945 million Germans had arrived in
West Germany from the former Eastern territories, Czechoslovakia, the Soviet
Union, Hungary, Romania, and Yugoslavia; 4,070 million came to the Soviet
Occupation Zone and Berlin; and another 470,000 landed in Austria.13 Finding
accommodation for the homeless in the shattered cities required mandatory quar-
tering, feeding the masses necessitated the issuing of ration cards, and providing
work for the idle compelled the organization of public clean-up or reconstruction.
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Despite widespread resentment against this influx, most refugees succeeded in
gaining admission into postwar society by insisting that they were fellow Ger-
mans in need of assistance from their better-off countrymen. While the GDR
declared integration completed in the early 1950s, in the West expellees were able
to organize freely and, as a result, achieve some material compensation for their
losses, as well as obtain a law that allowed the further immigration of ethnic
Germans.14

Just as unexpected was the arrival of numerous East Germans who could
invoke their German citizenship, since Bonn refused to recognize the GDR as a
separate state. When authorities took his ration card away, the student Hans
Herzog realized: “I had to leave [my] girlfriend as well as friends and flee im-
mediately. ‘Illegally,’ that is, without official travel documents, I had to get across
the zonal border into the West.” By the time the Berlin wall was erected in 1961,
as many as 3.8 million people had left East Germany for economic and political
reasons. In contrast, only about half a million people migrated in the opposite
direction.15 Although they initially wanted to slow this stream, West German
politicians eventually grasped the political value of refugees since they not only
delegitimized the SED but also offered a source of cheap labor for the economic
miracle. Hence both large parties supported the acceptance of Easterners and
provided generous assistance such as compensation for lost property, recogni-
tion of pension entitlements, housing aid, and budget allowances that facilitated
their integration. Even if Westerners resented the newcomers in the beginning,
they were soon so impressed by their competence and diligence that most wel-
comed their brethren from the East.16

Despite the extent of this influx, German society continued to view itself as
an ethnically homogenous unit, rooted in the soil, and not as an immigration
country. The primary reason for this perception lay in the continuation of the
traditional pattern of emigration abroad. Between 1954 and 1973 some 1.6 mil-
lion Germans emigrated, some of whom were simply continuing their journey
from the East and others were seeking to better their life overseas. Another rea-
son included the limited influx of non-German asylum seekers, who as victims
of Communism could count on receiving particular sympathy in the FRG. Be-
cause wartime destruction rendered Germany an unattractive destination and
the iron curtain protected the country during Cold War crises like the Hungar-
ian uprising of 1956 and the Prague spring of 1968, only about 7,100 asylum seek-
ers registered annually between 1954 and 1978.17 Finally, various refugees from
the East, despite their different dialects, could invoke their German heritage and
cite ethnic discrimination as a result of the war. Because their integration was
usually successful in the long run, these ethnic migrants were not really perceived
as foreigners.18

The building of the wall abruptly ended ethnic immigration from the East,
and forced the Federal Republic to seek workers elsewhere, primarily from the
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Mediterranean region. Due to shortages in some branches of the economy, the
Federal Republic had already concluded agreements with Italy (1955) and Greece
(1960), but now added Turkey (1961), Portugal (1964), and Yugoslavia (1968) to
the list. To fill the open positions, especially in areas requiring physical effort,
companies recruited “guest workers” who, in the tradition of seasonal labor, were
supposed to come to the FRG temporarily and to return home after completing
their tasks. Already in 1964 Armando Rodriguez from Portugal was celebrated
as the one-millionth guest worker, for which he was given a moped. The num-
ber of foreign workers continued to rise until 1973, when it reached 2.6 million,
nearly 12 percent of the dependent workforce. Some 605,000 labor migrants came
from Turkey, 535,000 from Yugoslavia, and 450,000 from Italy. Unlike the slave
laborers under the Nazis, they came voluntarily, and while they had to perform
backbreaking toil and live in crowded dormitories, they received better pay than
they would have gotten at home.19

When their temporary stay gradually turned into permanent residency, many
guest workers became unexpected immigrants. Although their home countries at
first pressed for a quick return of their citizens, more and more labor migrants
decided, at least for the medium term, to continue working and living in Germany.
Many companies pressured the federal government to extend time limits on work
visas because they wanted to lose neither their skilled nor their unskilled work-
ers.20 Although a considerable portion of the migrants returned home within a
few years and the recession of 1967 brought about a negative balance in migra-
tion, the decision of the rest to stay contradicted the theory that guest laborers
would serve as a buffer to economic cycles. The growing number of foreigners,
which by 1973 had climbed to 3.97 million, rendered parts of the aliens’ law ob-
solete and finally led some observers to the grudging acknowledgement: “The
Federal Republic is an ‘immigration country.’” Although Bavaria insisted that
“Spaniards should not become Germans,” the Social-Liberal government arrived
at a contradictory conclusion: “Integration yes, immigration no.”21

While the oil shock of 1973 accelerated attempts to contain immigration, such
restrictions ultimately encouraged more family members to immigrate. Claim-
ing that the limit of “the ability to absorb [new migrants] has been reached,” the
government first raised fees for employer permits. Then Bonn announced an
official “recruitment stop” and intensified the practice of deportation in the hope
of forcing guest workers to return to their country of origin. However, the re-
cession of 1974–1975 proved to be a more effective deterrent, since it created the
first “unemployed guests,” dimming job prospects. Hence the annual influx
declined from a peak of about 1 million in 1970 to around 300,000 in 1975, and
the level of homeward remigration also increased, reducing the total number of
foreigners in the Federal Republic once again to below 4 million.22 With the
improvement of the economic cycle, however, the number of foreigners grew
to 4.5 million in 1980 in spite of further attempts to limit it. Workers living in
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the FRG for the long term now brought their wives and children, aided by a
special provision that allowed the reuniting of families, and thus struck even
deeper roots into German society. The paradoxical attempt to develop an inte-
grationist nonimmigration policy had thus led itself ad absurdum.23

As a result of the unrealistic policy of inviting “temporary guests,” minori-
ties collected in urban centers with all of the problems usually associated with
the formation of ghettos. In 1981, for example, there were 232 foreigners for every
1,000 Germans in Frankfurt, 183 for every 1,000 in Stuttgart, and 173 for every
1,000 in Munich. Insufficient language knowledge led to their concentration in
certain city quarters, while poor and overcrowded dwellings created endless fric-
tions. Moreover, the foreign children’s lack of success at school impeded their
integration. While sympathetic observers concluded that “life in the ghetto is
imposed on them,” other critics stressed the “social explosiveness” of conflicts
with German residents, as well as the foreigners’ penchant for criminality.24 Many
Berliners felt foreign in “Little Istanbul,” since they neither spoke Turkish nor
understood Anatolian customs. Likewise, on the “‘Front Street’ of Hüttenheim,”
at the edge of the Ruhr region, confrontations flared up repeatedly between for-
eigners and local youths. Although they faced their share of prejudice, Italians
and Yugoslavs were for the most part accepted as individuals by the populace.
In contrast, the Turks, clinging to their Muslim lifestyle, were often considered
“incapable of integration.”25

In response to the irrational fear of “being overrun by foreigners,” an ugly
xenophobia emerged, especially among the lower classes, which rekindled dor-
mant racist prejudices. Sensationalist reports of a “fratricidal struggle” between
Serbs and Croats, the “smuggling of humans” by crime rings, violent acts com-
mitted by “foreign extremists,” and frequent “crimes by foreigners”—all created
a xenophobic mood among regulars at bars and pubs.26 The radical right-wing
NPD therefore inveighed against the “monstrous assault on our national tradi-
tions” by organizing a “citizens’ initiative to stop foreigners” and clamoring for
a law that would roll back immigration. In less inflammatory language, but with
an unmistakable intent, the CSU also inveighed against the “aberration of ‘Ger-
manization’” through the naturalization of foreigners. Drawing similarly on
nationalist resentment, even some conservative university professors demanded
rigorous measures against the “overruning of the German people by foreign-
ers” in their Heidelberg manifesto of 1982. As a result of such agitation, four-
fifths of the Federal Republic’s citizens thought “that too many foreigners live
among us today” and demanded greater restrictions on immigration.27

Acknowledging the paradox that “we called for labor, but people came,”
liberal circles, in contrast, insisted on greater tolerance, above all because of
the “trying situation” of foreign children. Due to their poor knowledge of
German, minority youths were often “shunted aside at school” so that two-
thirds dropped out before receiving their diplomas. Concerned observers
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pointed out that blocked job access resulting from poor educational performance
was a “social time bomb” that would generate resentment against the majority
society among the more than 1 million youths who had “immigrated, but [felt]
excluded.”28 When an SPD commission in 1980 warned “of a new racist arro-
gance,” the Federal government felt forced to lay out a “program of integration
for young foreigners” so as to improve their “equality of chances.”29 Since the
“new social question” of foreign “fellow citizens” posed enormous problems,
the government named the former North Rhine–Westphalian Minister-President
Heinz Kühn an “ombudsman for foreigners’ affairs” to represent their inter-
ests. Critics understood the issue of foreigners as proof of civility: “Only every-
day life can show whether we live up to the ideals of freedom, equality, and
brotherhood toward our guest workers as well.”30

In the early 1980s the sluggish economy, the continued arrival of family
members, and the growing number of asylum seekers triggered a new wave of
xenophobia. Although the size of the foreign workforce stagnated, women and
children increasingly joined their husbands, while some 108,000 asylum seek-
ers knocked on the door. Under pressure from conservative politicians and trade
unionists who feared for their jobs, the Social-Liberal government passed mea-
sures that sought to curtail “the abuse of the right to asylum” and place “limits
on family members.”31 After 1982 the conservative Kohl government proved even
more receptive to the anxious slogan “the boat is full,” offering foreigners re-
turn bonuses of 10,500 DM per person. While 140,000 guest workers took ad-
vantage of the possibility to draw on their retirement pensions early, leading the
population of resident aliens to decline slightly, the return of economic growth
in the mid-1980s robbed the measure of its limited effectiveness. Further attempts
by the CSU Interior Minister Friedrich Zimmerman to facilitate deportation by
tightening legislation pertaining to foreigners collapsed due to energetic pro-
tests by the FDP and the opposition.32

In contrast, an informal coalition of humanitarian groups continued to fight
for the acceptance of a “multicultural togetherness.” For instance, the bishops
of both churches proclaimed a “day for foreign fellow citizens” that sought
greater understanding for their problems. Self-critical union representatives
overcame their fears and advocated more mutual respect between German and
foreign workers. Left Social Democrats demanded more rights for newcomers
because “the Federal Republic is an immigration country.” Even industrial lead-
ers acknowledged the economic advantages of employing migrants due to the
shortage of qualified workers: “Foreigners are needed.”33 Intellectuals, by con-
trast, stressed the imperative to accept cultural difference: “Why should Turks
not be Turks?” Human rights activists likewise demanded: “It is essential to create
a society in which all people, regardless of whether they are of German or non-
German origin, are able to live as equal citizens before the law.” The journalist
Günter Wallraff finally dramatized the daily discrimination faced by Turks in a
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bestselling expose, describing his experiences as a presumed contract worker
named “Ali” in a steel factory.34

Surprisingly, foreign voices were hardly heard in this discussion, since they
lacked recognized representatives and avenues for publication. “The Turks have
it hardest of all,” it was said, because they comprised the largest group (1.6 mil-
lion) with the greatest cultural distance. In the workplace, laborers described
the situation as still relatively positive: “I can make myself understood in Ger-
man; I work hard; therefore everyone likes me and I love everyone.” But con-
flicts were likely to arise in crowded apartment buildings because of different
culinary habits and unfamiliar religious practices. Above all, “Turkish women
felt like outcasts,” because most were illiterate, could not speak German, and
continued wearing traditional headscarves.35 Tensions were even more intense
in the schools, as foreign pupils who did not know the language were unable
“to say what [they] felt.” Since teachers did not understand Turkish, endless
disciplinary problems arose and academic performance remained disappoint-
ing. In dealing with the bureaucracy, moreover, foreigners often encountered
arrogance, reacting to their arbitrary treatment as “second-class people” with
“fear and disgust.” Only a few attempted to organize themselves, while some
youths “learned karate” for protection .36

Toward the end of the 1980s, however, a paradoxical modus vivendi began
to evolve that made the Federal Republic a “nonimmigration country with im-
migrants.” On the one hand, more and more second-generation newcomers
achieved success in education and at work. Indeed, hybridization progressed so
that the first indications of a mixed German-Turkish culture could be discerned.
Although many recent arrivals continued to cling to their former lifestyle, many
Germans, especially youths, grew accustomed to their foreign neighbors. Eat-
ing at “the Italian” or shopping for vegetables from “the Turk” was increasingly
taken for granted.37 Pollsters also registered “more friendly” experiences in per-
sonal contacts with foreigners, which suggested a growing ease on both sides in
their dealings with each other. The “ordinary hatred against foreigners” that
continued to plague the country came more from a youthful minority that tended
toward “violent action, incited by words and alcohol.” Due to the lack of a so-
cial consensus, however, the emerging “multicultural society” remained fragile
and was threatened each time the number of asylum seekers started to rise.38

In the end, the so-called foreigner problem remained largely unresolved in
the old Federal Republic, because German society proved unable to achieve a
consensus on the issue of immigration. With such an emotionally charged topic,
it became difficult to obtain even simple data on the consequences of employ-
ing foreigners, so that negative myths of “welfare cheating” grew like weeds.
Closer investigation, however, revealed that migrants served as a crucial reserve
for the labor market “and above all performed jobs that were rarely taken by
Germans.”39 Hence right-wing parties found it easy to exploit underlying fears
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of competition and ethnic prejudices—for example, the populist Franz Josef
Strauß could claim, contrary to all evidence, “We are not an immigration coun-
try.” Moral appeals by the Left for tolerance toward other lifestyles, which
stemmed from “concerns for cosmopolitanism,” likewise failed to take into
account the realities of immigration because they often ignored the importance
of the newcomers learning to respect the rights and obligations of the host so-
ciety.40 This societal stalemate also hindered the federal government’s efforts to
get a handle on the situation, as they aimed more at pleasing confused voters
than at solving problems.

The situation of foreigners in the GDR was still more difficult, because the
closing of the border thoroughly cut it off from international contacts. While
the SED nurtured a Slavic minority of Sorbs in a separate organization called
Domowina, it dealt with the remnants of the Jewish community in a more in-
tolerant fashion.41 According to the motto of “socialist internationalism,” the
GDR similarly practiced an anti-imperialist asylum policy that accepted civil war
refugees from Greece, Chile, and diverse African countries as privileged friends.
But the experience of contract laborers from neighboring socialist countries and
especially from Vietnam was anything but pleasant, as they had to live in bar-
racks, earned far less than their German coworkers, and were systematically
prevented from establishing contacts with the local populace. Due to the regime’s
restrictive travel policies, moreover, fewer East Germans had the opportunity
to get to know foreign countries and, by extension, acquire a greater understand-
ing of other cultures. Though their numbers—some 191,000 in all—remained
relatively small, “the foreigners” evoked, perhaps for that very reason, even more
deeply rooted prejudices in the East.42

Unexpected Refugee Crisis

The sins of omission created by this illusionary policy exacted a high price when
ethnic and foreign immigration increased explosively at the end of the 1980s. As
long as the iron curtain kept the numbers of ethnic resettlers and GDR refugees
below 25,000 annually, the programs for integrating them into West German
society continued to function fairly effectively. As long as the number of incom-
ing and outgoing labor migrants was more or less balanced, and applications
for asylum did not exceed 100,000 annually, the total number of foreigners in
the FRG remained relatively constant at about 4.5 million.43 Conservative poli-
ticians could thus continue to welcome the return of ethnic Germans as being
in the “national interest,” while spokespersons for the Greens were able to de-
mand a multicultural “open republic” for refugees from around the world. But
when the numbers of refugees from the GDR, ethnic repatriates, asylum seek-
ers, and family members joining their relatives shot up with the collapse of
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Communism and the outbreak of civil war in the Balkans, a new wave of immi-
gration commenced that overwhelmed all existing barriers and unleashed an
acute crisis.44

The onslaught began with the mass exodus from the GDR, whose elemen-
tal pressure finally ruptured the iron curtain. Although the SED had allowed
some 40,000 citizens to leave in 1984, applications for permission to move to
the West for economic or political reasons increased dramatically after 1987.
Partly through discrimination, and partly through persuasion, the GDR at-
tempted to convince these applicants to stay. But such measures only strength-
ened the desire to leave.45 The opening of the Hungarian border in the summer
of 1989 permitted the first mass flight, while the occupation of FRG embassies
by desperate refugees led to subsequent departures. As thousands crowded the
grounds, a humanitarian crisis emerged that forced the SED to relent and allow
the emigrants to board sealed trains for West Germany. The growing panic trig-
gered by this mass flight compelled the SED to draft a new travel ordinance whose
premature announcement led to the fall of the Berlin wall. Between July 1989
and June 1990 this exodus brought 518,000 officially registered GDR citizens into
the FRG.46 While West Germans initially welcomed “the countrymen from over
there [with] balloons,” the enormous costs of their integration gave rise to a
dangerous mixture of “resentment and existential fear.”47

The stampede continued with a dramatic increase in the number of ethnic
Germans seeking to resettle in the FRG due to the lifting of administrative re-
strictions in the Eastern bloc. With the collapse of Communism, the last barri-
ers to migration disappeared in those countries of East Central Europe that
still harbored some German minorities. As one elderly woman from Russia
put it, “We can only thank Gorbachev’s policies for our departure.” While
Willy Brandt’s Eastern policy had already made possible an annual influx of some
50,000 resettlers, primarily from Poland and Romania, in the second half of the
1970s, this stream swelled to 203,000 by 1988. During the crisis year of 1989, that
number, which now also included ethnic Germans from Russia, nearly doubled
to 397,000. The long-held desire to live in safety with other Germans swept all
other considerations aside: “We would have also come on foot,” one recent ar-
rival recalled. The claim of these ethnic resettlers to a speedy naturalization,
however, involved considerable costs, since often the children could hardly speak
German and migrants from rural areas had to be retrained before they could
find suitable work in industry.48

The generous assistance provided to refugees from the GDR and resettlers
from Eastern Europe created widespread resentment, especially among those
West Germans who were struggling with difficulties of their own. Support pay-
ments to cover short-term expenses, home loans, and unemployment assistance
awakened a good deal of social jealousy: “The silent majority of Germans is
largely in agreement: These people take our jobs, our homes, our pensions, our
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money.” Well-intentioned government appeals for “greater acceptance of reset-
tlers” hardly helped alleviate the “fear of new competitors” that gripped two-
thirds of the populace.49 Leftist politicians, such as SPD leader Oskar Lafontaine,
stoked popular passions by calling for a reduction of immigration as well as a
cut in social assistance. Though the Kohl government welcomed ethnic return-
ees, it was compelled to make resettlement less attractive through administra-
tive measures such as a wider geographical distribution of resettlers and cutbacks
in integration assistance. In order to somehow master the immigration pres-
sure, the Bundestag passed a new “resettler admission law” in 1990 that required
applying for entry in the country of origin. As a result, the number was cut nearly
in half, to 221,000, in the following year.50

The immigration wave crested when the number of applications from asy-
lum seekers, wishing to escape political persecution and begin a better life,
climbed rapidly as well. The repression of the Tamils in Sri Lanka; the persecu-
tion of Kurds in Turkey, Iraq, and Iran; and the ethnic cleansing in the former
Yugoslavia each unleashed new streams of refugees. Since the introduction of
new visa requirements could no longer contain the pressure, the number of
applicants climbed more than twentyfold between 1983 and 1992, from 20,000
to more than 438,000 annually! Even after cutting the acceptance quota from
four-fifths to less than one-third, the overwhelmed authorities were unable to
cope with this new influx. Right-wing politicians such as Alfred Dregger fulmi-
nated against these supposedly “bogus asylum seekers” and the “abuse of asy-
lum” by “economic refugees.” As a result, applicants were forbidden to work
before a decision about permission to stay was handed down. The camps swelled
because bureaucratic processing required more and more time. Rejected appli-
cants could appeal decisions, and many continued to be tolerated even after their
final rejection, so that only about one-fifth of all such people were deported in
the end.51

Since the number of family members joining workers already in Germany
also continued to grow, the different migration flows combined to form a veri-
table flood that triggered a widespread panic. Newspapers fueled xenophobic
fears with headlines that “Germany admitted the most foreigners in 1989.” In-
deed, the number of newcomers reached an astounding 1.6 million in 1992, so
that in spite of numerous departures a positive migration balance of some
822,000 remained.52 For those communities chiefly affected, this proved a mid-
level catastrophe. Though there was some federal assistance, most of the costs
for ethnic resettlers and foreign asylum seekers had to be borne by local welfare
agencies. Because larger urban areas such as Berlin, city-states such as Hamburg
and Bremen, and heavily industrialized states such as North Rhine–Westphalia
registered the highest influx, they insisted on a wider regional dispersion into
rural areas. As a result, foreigners who looked different and spoke little or no
German were transferred to small towns that had no experience at all in dealing
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with strangers. Even those foreigners who had lived in Germany for a long time
noticed a deterioration of the climate: “You can feel much more strongly that
you are unwanted.”53

The government reacted to these alarmist reports with a contradictory
amendment of the Aliens Act, which was pushed through by Wolfgang Schäuble
in 1990. On one hand, the bill tried to contain the influx by “tightening the right
to asylum”; on the other hand, it proposed integrating foreigners through the
transformation of the conditional “resident permit” into a more secure “right
to residency.” While the CSU demanded that new limits be placed on residency
permissions and on family members seeking to join their relatives, the churches,
unions, and welfare organizations called for an improvement in legal security
for foreign residents and a liberalization of immigration regulations. For the first
time, foreigners—above all, the Turks, for whom unification had spurred a
“surge of consciousness”—protested in nationwide demonstrations against the
deterioration of the conditions of their residency.54 The new Aliens Act of April
1990 was thus a paradoxical compromise. While bringing some limited progress
in consolidating residency rights and easing naturalization procedures, it sought
primarily “to restrict the influx of foreigners, because there are limits to the ability
to integrate them.”55

At the same time, an alienated minority of the population grew increasingly
hostile to foreigners, expressing its resentment with ugly nationalist slogans. A
survey conducted by the Leipzig Institute for Youth Research in the summer of
1991 discovered an “abyss of hatred toward foreigners” in East Germany, since
it registered a “decidedly authoritarian-nationalist attitude” among 15 to 20
percent of those questioned. Among apprentices, for example, 46 percent agreed
with the demand “Foreigners Out!,” 54 percent rejected the Turks, and 60 per-
cent believed “there are too many foreigners.” Just as alarming was the result of
a similar poll of Berliners, in which at least one-third in the West and East wor-
ried about “the danger of being overrun by foreigners.” While East German
disorientation due to unification certainly played a considerable role in this re-
sentment, the “passive toleration” of nationalist excesses was just as widespread
in the West. A further representative poll of September 1992 revealed an “in-
creasingly broad consensus” of anti-foreign viewpoints. Every fourth citizen
supported the slogan “Foreigners Out!” and over half agreed with the motto
“Germany for the Germans.”56

This rampant xenophobia soon led to outbreaks of violence, which esca-
lated in a deadly dynamic from verbal disparagement to physical assaults. Still
relatively harmless was the nightly scrawling of malicious slogans such as “Ger-
man Power” and the drawing of swastikas on the outsides of houses. More re-
pulsive were the repeated vulgarities and “verbal insults,” directed in the streets
against visibly distinctive strangers such as Africans or Vietnamese, since they
spread fear that limited freedom of movement especially at night. Worse still
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were the racist assaults on individual foreigners, such as the intoxicating hunt
of so-called nigger bashing, which frequently turned from “a regular drubbing”
into uncontrolled brutality that left victims permanently disabled. Most dan-
gerous of all were, however, the oranized attacks on the apartments of foreign-
ers and asylum hostels, during which skinhead assailants not only smashed
windows with stones but also set fire to the buildings with homemade Molotov
cocktails. If the police showed up at all or if the foreigners collectively defended
themselves, outright street battles broke out in which “sympathetic spectators”
sometimes prevented the restoration of order.57

Youthful perpetrators who released their anger with violent acts could hardly
articulate why they wanted to persecute foreigners. Their dull “hatred for Jews,
foreigners, homosexuals” and for everything strange or different expressed it-
self in slogans such as “shoot the foreigners, shoot the Turks” and in threats such
as “we’re going to cut you dirty foreigners down to size.” On the one hand, their
readiness for “gay bashing” or throwing “Mollis” stemmed from sloganeering
and drinking, the adrenalin rush of illicit adventure, the comradship feeling of
male bonding, and the sense of power over those weaker than themselves. On
the other hand, their propensity for violence was encouraged by a xenophobic
worldview of German superiority, propagated by adult right-wing extremists,
and repeated in the brutal songs of neo-Nazi rock bands:

They’re always eating garlic
and they stink like pigs.
They come here to Germany
and live with dirty tricks.
They fuck the whole place up
and only make a mess.
So you’ve just got to kill them
there’s no point in doing less.

Since those accused of hate crimes shed little light on their motivations during
trials, social commentators found themselves puzzling over why Hannah Arendt’s
“banality of evil” still seemed to infect Germany.58

For their part, foreign victims felt increasingly “misunderstood, discrimi-
nated, and excluded.” Harassment by officials, isolation at the workplace, and
discrimination when looking for a place to live were already bad enough, al-
though one could always steel oneself against “everyday xenophobia” by being
patient. But the dramatic increase in violence created a new “sense of being
threatened,” of being exposed without any legal protection, especially since the
police usually only intervened when it was already too late. The insults and as-
saults that strangers suffered on a daily basis signaled “a creeping poisoning of
society,” which placed a heavy burden on the relationship between indigenous
and foreign residents. “We live in constant fear,” one African woman from
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Magdeburg confessed in the fall of 1992. “When darkness falls, I am glad when
I’m in my apartment. Almost all of us ask ourselves whether we can go on living
here. When I consider the hatred toward foreigners, I see little future for us.”
Neither self-defense by groups of youth nor well-intentioned fraternization
through sports did much to help counter this hatred.59

Intellectuals also had great difficulty in attempting to explain xenophobia,
since they were quite distant from the world out of which these excesses arose.
Journalists, for example, described Hoyerswerda as an anonymous and soulless
“socialist town” whose residents were taking their “last revenge on the GDR”
through racist violence. “Betrayed by the older system, and sold down the river
by the new one,” youths who lacked any hope for the future seemed to have no
alternative but to express blind rage toward a world that they did not under-
stand.60 But when the “terror against foreigners” spread westward to Mölln and
Solingen, commentators had to admit that the problem affected the entire coun-
try, not just the new states. Thereafter they needed to find broader explanations
that would include the growth of the West German skinhead subculture as well.
Were there not signs of “violence tourism” by youths who went looking for action
beyond their hometowns? And were not young neo-Nazis spurred on by the
slogans of adult extremists in the NPD who came from the middle classes? Some-
what helpless, psychoanalysts concluded that the sudden outbreak of hatred and
violence “was triggered by the recent far-reaching political changes” that made
foreigners into scapegoats.61

Surprised by the spread of violence, the political parties also proved inca-
pable of bringing their ideological “concepts into harmony with the reality.”
While the CDU wanted to admit ethnic resettlers “without restriction” and
immediately deport foreign asylum seekers, the SPD called for exactly the op-
posite policy. Since Chancellor Kohl was reluctant to take a stand, Minister of
Interior Schäuble had to profess “contrition for the violent acts” and Family
Minister Angela Merkel had to try “slowing down the violence against foreign-
ers” through an intensification of support for East German youth.62 When the
federal ombudsman for foreigners Liselotte Funcke resigned out of frustration
over the lack of government support, her colleagues at the state level demanded
a clear “acknowledgment [that Germany was] a country of immigration” so as
to pull the rug out from under xenophobia. Her successor, Cornelia Schmaltz-
Jacobsen, therefore claimed that “Germany [is] already a multicultural society”
and advocated a legislative initiative aimed at allowing dual citizenship. Federal
President Weizsäcker saw the violence not as a “sign of the rebirth of racist or
nationalist ideologies” but, instead, spoke of a “crisis of human understanding.”63

Due to such waffling, liberal personalities took it upon themselves to ex-
plain the practical and moral reasons for tolerance. Bundestag President Rita
Süssmuth (CDU) condemned the violence as a “violation of the most elemen-
tary human rights,” while former Chancellor Willy Brandt argued: “Whoever
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opens himself up, gains in humanity.” The president of the Association for
Industry and Commerce, Hans Peter Stihl, also warned that xenophobia was
having a negative effect on business abroad, while the Chamber of Commerce
stressed that “manual labor in Berlin is unimaginable without foreigners.”64

Similarly, the German Trade Union Federation and the churches proclaimed
“Ten Theses against Rightist Prejudice,” which culminated in the provocative
claim: “To be German means to be multicultural.” On the basis of these impres-
sive appeals, an “alliance against xenophobia” formed from the ranks of the
churches, unions, employers’ associations, athletic leagues, and youth groups
that sought to coordinate a campaign for tolerance under the motto “without
foreigners we are alone.” East German SPD politician Wolfgang Thierse made
clear what was at stake: “Our democracy is threatened by both: radical right-
wing violence and approval of it.”65

Since expressions of shame over the “stigma of xenophobia” failed to stem
the violence, disgusted citizens began asking themselves: “What [can we] do
against the hatred?” One answer was mobilizing the public’s conscience through
appeals such as “Against Violence and Xenophobia,” which deplored “the out-
break of German racism and the widespread acceptance of the attacks on for-
eigners” in no uncertain terms: “We imagine a more civilized, humane society
differently.” Another plea, called “Foreigners need friends” was issued by twenty-
eight organizations who pleaded for “human dignity and cosmopolitanism.”66

Even more effective were “demonstrations against the hatred toward foreign-
ers,” which began hesitatingly in 1991 but in the following year assumed the
character of “mass protests.” Organized by groups such as Pro Asylum, these
rallies found an impressive form in candlelight vigils of hundreds of thousands
of people who gathered peacefully in Hamburg, Munich, and other large cities
in order to signal: “Foreigners are my friends.” The progressive commentator
Micha Brumlik concluded that “the candlelight vigils have attested to a civiliza-
tional minimum—people are simply not permitted to beat each other to death
because they seem different.”67

Finally, the mass protests against the rise in violence compelled leading
politicians in the center and right parties to distance themselves unmistakably
from xenophobia. Although the police only slowly began collecting exact statis-
tics, the increase in the number of crimes against foreigners (from 2,426 in 1991
to 6,636 in 1992) could hardly have been clearer, especially since they included
the deaths of seventeen people.68 At a rally in Berlin, FRG President Richard von
Weizsäcker therefore offered a stern warning against the tendency to look away:
“It is high time to fight back. We are all called on to act.” In the parliamentary
debate that followed the assault in Mölln, the chairman of the SPD caucus, Hans-
Ulrich Klose, launched a sharp attack against the government “because the way
in which asylum has been handled has contributed to the poisoning of the po-
litical climate.” Chancellor Kohl, in contrast, cited the May riots of the Berlin
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anarchists to demand that both “terror from the right and left” be fought si-
multaneously. While the debate did result in a “unanimous condemnation of
xenophobia and violence” and in a clear statement of the collective will to apply
the existing law more resolutely, it failed to alleviate the underlying migration
pressure.69

One solution was to restrict the right to asylum so as to prevent its abuse by
economic refugees while not blocking entry to those who were indeed being
politically persecuted. But to separate the applicants, the guarantee of asylum
needed to be altered in the Basic Law, which required a two-thirds majority in
the parliament. Minister of the Interior Rudolf Seiters wanted “to develop a
process that would exclude those who do not need our protection from a lengthy
asylum procedure because they come from a safe third state or a country of
origin free of persecution.” While a quota provision would be maintained for
civil war refugees, those arriving via other European Union countries or post-
Communist states would be automatically deported. Applications from peace-
ful countries of origin, moreover, would be rejected across the board, so that
the rest could be examined more carefully. Especially the SPD stood “under enor-
mous pressure” in this discussion, since it had to decide either to keep the door
open in remembrance of its own emigration during the Nazi era or shut it ac-
cording to the wish of many of its members to decrease competition for jobs.
The Greens, the PDS, and the churches, by contrast, rejected any limitation of
the right to asylum as a matter of principle.70

After much agonizing, the Bundestag worked out an asylum compromise that
signaled a fundamental change of course since it reduced the influx but did not
close the door altogether. Contentious issues included the maintenance of legal
safeguards through the guarantee of an individual procedure without thereby
permanently blocking the courts. The judgment of whether a country of origin
was really free of persecution was equally open to debate, because the legitimacy
of the application was largely dependent on the assessment of the internal situ-
ation of distant places by German immigration authorities. In addition, depor-
tation into secure third-party states transferred control to the outer borders of
the EU and the East European neighbors, which would not be possible without
their assent.71 Despite loud protests from the left wing of the party, the majority
of the SPD voted with the CDU and FDP to approve this “asylum reform”: not
to “seal off” the border but to restrict the “previous abuse of the right to asy-
lum.” While the Left decried this “unholy alliance,” the “majority of citizens
agreed with the deep cut into article 16” which tightened the asylum clause of
the Basic Law. The Right, by contrast, celebrated the law as a long overdue “end
to the self-blockade.”72

This “dubious compromise” may have reduced the fears of being overrun
by foreigners through restricting asylum, but it did not really provide a solu-
tion to problems of immigration and multicultural coexistence. In a brilliant
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analysis of the problem, the sociologist Claus Leggewie therefore called on Ger-
mans “to adapt themselves to the new quality of the refugee problem,” which
could no longer be solved by simply sealing off the border. The poverty migra-
tion from Africa, the post-Communist exodus from Eastern Europe, and the
wave of civil war refugees from the former Yugoslavia demanded more flexible
responses. Moreover, Germany needed to guarantee “adequate protection, es-
pecially for ethnic, cultural, and religious minorities,” while at the same time
reducing xenophobia. Instead of merely reacting to migration pressure and
xenophobic violence, Leggewie proposed a more conscious “governmental
process of guiding” migration in order to create a clear legal and institutional
foundation for immigration.73 In spite of such sage advice, the question remained
whether German society, deeply split between cosmopolitanism and a fear of
foreigness, would prove equal to this task.

The Immigration Struggle

The shocking answer came in the form of “a new xenophobic crime” just a few
days after the asylum compromise. On Pentecost Sunday of 1993, a firebomb
attack on an apartment house in Solingen killed two young Turkish women and
three girls. In response, hundreds of young people took to the streets to dem-
onstrate, chanting “Nazis Out!” and laying waste to parts of the downtown in
the process. Shaken adults reacted with “disbelief, rage, and sadness” to the new
anti-foreign excess. Though Chancellor Kohl apologized to the Turkish govern-
ment for this “perfidious crime,” Solingen citizens booed politicians who hurried
to the scene: “Do something finally! Respectable men like you are the arsonists.”74

After this cowardly murder, many embittered Turks feared for their lives. Said
one: “Now I know that I can’t have any real friends here.” Politicians on the Left
and spokespersons for foreigners demanded “a radical change in the policy
toward foreigners and asylum,” through tougher measures against right-wing
radicalism and guarantees of civil rights for immigrants. In a moving commemo-
ration of the victims, Federal President von Weizsäcker reminded the country:
“Hospitality has always been considered a symbol for the civilization to which
we claim to belong.”75

The Solingen hate-crime triggered a noticeable shift in public opinion be-
cause it finally prompted the silent majority to distance itself from xenophobia.
In a policy statement, Helmut Kohl deplored the “incomprehensible extent of
moral brutalization,” while economic leaders worried about its harm to “a posi-
tive image of Germany” abroad. Studies conducted by the Federal Criminal
Investigation Agency and the Ministry for Family Affairs, moreover, proved that
the attacks came “from the middle of society” and evidently could be traced back
to “feelings and notions of a general threat to and discrimination of Germans
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in contrast to ‘foreigners.’”76 Appeals for tolerance slowly yielded results, when
Rita Süssmuth reminded the country that “foreigners are not the cause of vio-
lence,” and Frankfurt Ombudsman for Foreigners Daniel Cohn-Bendit argued
that “they are not guests who can be invited and then later sent home.” Public
opinion watchers thus detected a “drastic change in attitudes” that led to a “more
positive relationship toward foreigners than in 1982.” While negative viewpoints
became rarer, approval of giving foreigners the right to vote as well as to hold
dual citizenship grew considerably.77

The number of xenophobic attacks only slowly declined in the mid-1990s,
since it proved easier to “reject violence and extremism” rhetorically than to
put this resolve into practice. Thus the police sometimes sympathized with
the hostility that many of their fellow citizens felt toward foreigners—for ex-
ample, they stood idly by during the disturbances in Eberswalde. Similarly,
well-intentioned appeals for “humane interaction with immigrants” and ra-
tional arguments about the economic advantages and demographic necessity
of immigration did not reach those youths who were most ready to use vio-
lence.78 In addition, legal prosecution proved disappointing, since those ac-
cused of committing violent crimes often appeared “almost harmless” at their
trials. As a result, a certain “leniency with the perpetrators” tended to prevail
among the judges who decided their fate. Only when the violence claimed yet
more victims, as happened in Mölln, did the courts impose harsher penalties
in the hopes of deterring imitators. In fact, “attacks on foreigners” reached
their horrible peak in 1993 with some 6,721 reported offenses, before declining
by about one-third thereafter.79

The implementation of the asylum restrictions, however, markedly reduced
the influx of refugees through across-the-board rejections, quicker decisions,
and harsher treatment. Since the main route from the former Eastern bloc led
through the Czech Republic, Austria, and Poland (89 percent in 1993), the bor-
der police was able to deport asylum seekers on the basis of special agreements
with those countries.80 Doubling the number of bureaucratic “decision mak-
ers” also led to a drastic reduction in processing time, making it possible to work
through the over 400,000 applications that had piled up over the previous two
years. Because political persecution, and not economic need, was now the only
criterion considered for granting asylum status, the new provisions had their
intended effect: “Only very infrequently did someone have a chance.” When the
airport decision-making offices were confronted with translation difficulties and
denials of the country of origin, they now felt freer to reject an applicant in case
of doubt. As a result, in the overcrowded deportation camps, an atmosphere of
chaos and depression prevailed: “Humanity often falls by the wayside.”81 Al-
though Amnesty International sharply criticized German restrictions, the CDU
and FDP judged the “new right to asylum as a success” because the tightening
worked as a deterrent.82
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The Kohl government therefore pursued a dual policy of “limiting immi-
gration and [promoting] integration,” with a clear preference for restriction.
While the FDP, representatives of foreigners, and the opposition pushed for
easing naturalization for the younger generation, the CDU/CSU continued to
pander to fears of “foreign inundation” and demanded “a tougher stance against
foreigners.”83 In early 1994, the chancellor used the blockade of a superhighway
by Kurdish extremists as an occasion to condemn “the violent actions as an in-
tolerable abuse of the German right to hospitality.” After more such incidents
occurred, the parliament passed a law which stated that “the conviction of a
foreigner for serious breach of the public peace” would entail “a prison term of
at least three years and mandatory deportation.” The legal situation further dete-
riorated with the introduction of a visa requirement for foreigners under the age
of sixteen in order to slow the influx of children.84 Small improvements for wives,
such as an independent right to residency, carried less weight in comparison. Since
the coalition was unable to reach agreement on a “guarantee of naturalization for
the children of foreigners,” its alien policy continued to stagnate.85

Although the tide of immigration receded noticeably as the restrictions took
hold, the number of foreign residents continued to grow through the mid-1990s.
To be sure, the introduction of a language test in 1993 made it more difficult for
resettlers to apply for admission, while tougher countermeasures against smug-
gling rings reduced the number of asylum seekers entering the country illegally.
Though immigration reached an absolute peak in 1992 with a surplus of 822,000
new arrivals, by 1998 the migration balance once again turned negative with a deficit
of 54,000 departures, largely because of the deterioration of the economy.86 Even
if horror stories such as “over 13 million people have moved to Germany this
decade” were vastly exaggerated, the number of legal foreigners finally stabilized
at 7.3 million in 1996, or about 9 percent of the total population. Almost half of
them had lived in Germany for more than ten years and thus could no longer
be considered temporary labor migrants. Although a quarter stemmed from
other European Union states, the over 2 million Turks, about 30 percent of the
foreigners, formed a separate subculture.87 As a result, the challenge to German
society’s capacity for integration continued to grow as the 1990s wore on.

Among those foreigners already in Germany, especially the Turks, the chal-
lenge of “living in two worlds” led both to separation and integration. On the
one hand, many newcomers sought refuge in a Turkish-speaking subculture,
with its own newspapers and cable television programs, to retain their familiar
customs. Increasingly frustrated by discrimination, a sizable minority turned
toward a form of Islamic fundamentalism that propagated an antimodern world
view of masculine superiority and ethnic difference: “Turkishness is our body,
our soul is Islam.” The ghettoization of living conditions reinforced this trend
toward the emergence of a “parallel Muslim society.”88 On the other hand, many
more open and venturesome immigrants succeeded with integration, especially
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in the second and third generations. The educational level among foreigners rose
since about one-third reached some sort of advanced training, some 45,000 small
businesses succeeded in achieving economic independence, and also increasing
numbers of older immigrants remained in the country for their retirement.89

To avoid an identity conflict between cultural background and place or residence,
educated young Turks often cultivated a dual identity so as not to “bind them-
selves to any country.”90

Only for Jewish immigration did the Liberal-Conservative coalition make
an exception to its restrictive policy in a kind of belated compensation for the
Holocaust. With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991–1992, an increasing
number of Jews who wanted to live in a European country closer to Russia chose
Germany over both the United States and Israel as their new home. The federal
government reacted generously to this desire by simplifying the application
process as long as they were able to prove their Jewish origin. To the astonish-
ment of the Jewish Agency, over 80,000 Russian Jews emigrated to Germany
during the 1990s. In fact, in 1992 alone, some 19,000 Jews arrived there, more
than went to Israel. Overhelmed at first, the 30,000 Jews still residing in the
country of the former persecutors tried to attend to the needs of their coreligion-
ists in order to increase their chances for a successful integration. Nonetheless,
conflicts between the older local residents and the Russian newcomers over re-
ligious and social issues were inevitable. Despite some right-wing resentment,
this unforeseen immigration led to the reemergence of a lively Jewish commu-
nity in Germany, as is depicted in the ironic stories of Wladimir Kaminer.91

In the fall of 1989 the formation of a new government composed of the SPD
and the Greens finally offered a chance “to break the decades-old ‘reform block-
age’” and initiate a modern immigration policy. While the CDU continued to
call for restricting the influx of foreigners, the victorious parties of the left could
now seize the opportunity to implement new concepts of openness and inte-
gration. Churches, unions, academics, and immigrant groups supported this
initiative to “acknowledge the realities of immigration” and pass a more humane
alien law that would be aimed at “integration, not exclusion.”92 Citing the 4
million unemployed and the overtaxing of community resources, the new Min-
ister of the Interior Otto Schily, however, surprised the public by declaring:
“More immigration is not bearable.” The Greens and spokesmen for foreigners
were greatly disappointed when Chancellor Schröder also spoke out in favor of
a more cautious approach to the issue. As a result, the advocates of reform de-
cided to concentrate initially on easing naturalization under certain conditions,
if need be even by accepting “dual citizenship.”93

The very mention of a right to naturalization incensed the union parties that
feared it would cheapen citizenship by making it available so to speak “for free.”
In order to compensate for his last-minute defeat in the federal election, CSU
chairman Edmund Stoiber suggested a petition drive against such a “dual pass-
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port.” Roland Koch, the CDU’s candidate for minister-president of Hesse, took
up the hint in the hope of finding a “hot-button issue” for his campaign.94 A
storm of indignation broke out against this crass instrumentalization of xeno-
phobia. Not just the government but also the churches, the Central Jewish Coun-
cil, intellectuals, and representatives of foreigners spoke out in favor of ending
their status of “second-class citizens” through a legalized form of integration.95

Despite such warnings, the collection of signatures was surprisingly successful:
“Those who want to be Germans must decide for one passport,” grumbled one
disgruntled citizen, while an old woman, whose opinions were shaped by
diffuse anxieties, added: “This here is my country.” Apparently the petition
drive touched a nerve, because two-thirds rejected a dual passport, allowing Koch
to eke out a win with this demagogic campaign.96

After the Hessian debacle, the SPD retreated from dual citizenship and in-
stead sought a way to ease naturalization that could form the basis of a legisla-
tive compromise. Since the party depended on the assent of the FDP, its coalition
partner in the Palatinate, for a majority in the Bundesrat, it adopted the Liber-
als’ proposal that suggested allowing dual citizenship only for immigrant chil-
dren. After the age of twenty-three, young foreigners would have to choose one
or the other nationality. Irritated by this partial retreat, the Greens continued
to insist on a “more rapid naturalization,” while the CDU, emboldened by the
success of its populist strategy, rejected any compromise whatsoever.97 Never-
theless, intense negotiations with the FDP and the Greens finally yielded an ac-
ceptable compromise: Youths would need to chose one nationality after they
turned twenty-three; the adult application time for citizenship would be reduced
to eight years; and naturalization would be made contingent on “adequate knowl-
edge of the language,” an “adherence to the Basic Law,” a clean police record,
and the ability to support oneself. While conservatives denounced this “poor
compromise,” Minister of the Interior Schily praised the succesful reform as “a
symbol for a modern and cosmopolitan Germany.”98

Although intense controversy overshadowed the reception of the natural-
ization law, such criticism was unable to impede its positive impact. Commen-
tators were strangely reserved, dubbing this “a second-best solution” that was
“insufficient, but nevertheless good.” Yet the reform represented a long over-
due break with the ethnic tradition of jus sanguinis that had been established in
1913 and thus marked the transition to the territorial principle of the jus soli that
was common in other Western states. This change finally overcame the ethno-
centrism of the German concept of citizenship and cleared the way for “the re-
ality of life” that promised immigrants a more secure possibility for integration.99

Despite the restrictions placed on the dual passport, irritating bureaucratic
hurdles to be overcome, and vague provisions that could be construed in con-
tradictory ways, about half of the foreigners living in Germany now had a chance
to become full citizens. Although a narrow-minded implementation deterred
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some applicants, the number of naturalizations increased rapidly. While only
61,700 foreigners became citizens in 1994, five years later their number had
climbed to 143,000. It was undeniable: “The German passport is coming into
vogue.”100

Due to the societal stalemate, the immigration issue remained politically
charged. In early 2000, Chancellor Schröder surprisingly proposed a limited
recruitment of skilled foreign workers in information technology to fill the deficit
in this important sector, estimated at some 75,000 specialists. Called “Green
Card” after the American model, this five-year work visa for up to 20,000 ap-
plicants intended to overcome the labor shortage in a key technology that
stemmed from insufficient engineering training. At the same time, such a mea-
sure would demonstrate the economic benefits of highly qualified immigration.
Successful applicants for this visa needed to possess a college degree and the
promise of a job with an annual salary of at least a50,000.101 Although this pro-
posal was quite limited, Jürgen Rüttgers, the CDU’s candidate for minister-
president in North Rhine–Westphalia, pandered to the fear of foreigners by
running a populist campaign with the motto “Children, not Indians.” Fortunately,
the xenophobic slogan helped lead to his defeat. Despite some reservations, the
“Green Card” therefore went into effect in the summer of 2000, and during the
first two years some 15,000 IT experts availed themselves of it.102

In his courageous “Berlin Address” of May 2000, Federal President Johannes
Rau sought to break the immigration deadlock by calling on the country “to
overcome insecurity and fear.” On the one hand, immigration was “in our en-
lightened interest” for demographic, economic, and cultural reasons. On the
other hand, greater efforts toward fostering integration were also necessary. To
facilitate a parliamentary compromise, Minister of the Interior Schily created a
commission of experts that was chaired by Rita Süssmuth of the CDU and in-
cluded immigration advocates in the churches, unions, and the Greens; neutral
representatives from academe, the economy, and the communities; and oppo-
nents in the conservative parties.103 The “nonpartisan social consensus” that the
commission hammered out after intense deliberation envisioned a new way of
steering immigration according to the needs of the labor market by setting an
annual quota (of around 50,000 persons) while at the same time intensifying
efforts toward integrating those migrants who were already living in Germany.
This recommendation satisfied the Left’s desire for greater openness and mol-
lified the Right’s fears of being overrun by foreigners.104

As an alternative to a multicultural “mishmash,” the CDU nonetheless in-
sisted on the recognition of a “German lead culture” so as to speed the integra-
tion of foreigners. The CSU demanded unequivocally that “anyone who wishes
to live here permanently must be willing to assimilate into the German language
and value system.” Insufficient language skills did, in fact, pose one of the greatest
barriers on the labor market for immigrants, especially Turkish youths. Another
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problem was the tendency among some Muslims to embrace a fundamentalist
version of Islam that rejected Western ideas of human rights and sought to main-
tain male dominance over women, such as through mail-order brides from
Anatolia.105 The controversy intensified when on October 19, 2000, the chairman
of the CDU parliamentary delegation Friedrich Merz tossed the term “Leitkultur
(lead culture) of Germany” into the debate. In contrast, the government con-
tinued to insist on the goal of a “multicultural society” and was at most willing
to add the concept of “constitutional patriotism.” Behind this ideological de-
bate lurked the key question: “How much difference can Germany really stand?”
At least, all parties agreed on the need to improve German-language acquisi-
tion by immigrants.106

The immigration law of June 2004 was therefore a compromise, designed
both to allow controlled immigration and to promote integration. The initial
draft proposed an acceleration of asylum processing, a reduction of the maxi-
mum age for children joining their parents, a partial opening for labor migra-
tion, and an intensification of integration. In the summer of 2002 it foundered
on the resistance of the CDU/CSU in the Bundesrat, since the Constitutional
Court declared the split vote of the SPD-CDU coalition in Brandenburg in-
valid.107 Nevertheless, two years later Schily succeeded in getting the opposing
CDU/CSU and the Greens to agree on a “law to limit and control immigration
and regulate the residency and integration of citizens from the [European] Union
and foreigners.” The complicated title indicated a contradictory mix of “pro-
tection and opportunities”: The bill limited immigration to highly qualified
workers, college graduates, and wealthy applicants; it increased security by fa-
cilitating the deportation of terrorist suspects; it supported the integration of
newcomers by making language training obligatory; and it introduced humani-
tarian exceptions for nonpolitical persecution to be decided by a hardship com-
mission. While the government welcomed the reform as “a historic turning
point,” advocates of further opening such as Pro Asyl were disappointed that
more could not be achieved.108

Touchstone of Civility

When xenophobia climaxed in the early 1990s, FRG President Weizsäcker had
warned that the manner in which Germany dealt with foreigners would be a
“yardstick for our entire democratic order.” Theoretically at least, one could no
doubt argue that “civil society integrates and discriminates against foreigners
in equal measure,” since the voluntary union of like-minded people also implies
a corresponding demarcation from nonmembers. Still, it was equally clear that
the “civility” of the Federal Republic would be judged according to how well it
adhered to universal standards of human rights, which applied not only to its
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own members but also to outsiders trying to get into the country. Moreover,
foreigners already living in German society depended above all “on civilized
forms of conflict resolution” to prevent xenophobic violence. Although right-
wing populism, xenophobia, and outbreaks of violence were even more frequent
in some neighboring countries, Germany was held to a higher standard because
of its terrifying Nazi past.109 How well, then, did the Federal Republic pass this
test in the past, and how would it face this challenge in the future?

While politicians debated whether Germany was “a cosmopolitan country,”
its record of admitting foreigners in the second half of the twentieth century was
nothing less than remarkable. When one includes the influx of expellees, refu-
gees from the GDR, and later resettlers, “it appears that about one-third of the
resident population of the Federal Republic in 1989 had immigrated since 1945.”
Even if one only considers “foreigners” in a cultural sense, the Federal Office of
Statistics counted some 30 million immigrants and 21 million emigrants between
1959 and 1999, which amounted to an immigration surplus of 9 million. The
influx of guest workers and their families, along with contingents of civil war
refugees, waves of asylum seekers, and labor migrants within the European
Union, had increased the resident population of the Federal Republic by 9 per-
cent by 2000. Compared with similar migrations elsewhere, the specific Ger-
man problem stemmed from a mix of ethnic returnees and foreign immigrants.
Establishing an effective system of controlling migration, which would be guided
by Germany’s own interests, proved impossible as long as large sections of the
public continued to answer the question “Are we an immigration country?”
negatively.110

German reactions to the consequences of “immigration without an immi-
gration policy” were thus marked by considerable uncertainty and ambivalence.
The Right’s welcoming of ethnic remigration ignored the foreignness of the new-
comers in the hope that lingering cultural affinity would make rapid integration
possible. Its aversion to foreigners, based in large measure on stereotypical no-
tions of criminality and welfare fraud, presumed that they were incapable of ac-
culturation. Violent attacks on strangers that emerged from a “family culture of
intolerance and hate” stemmed from a distorted notion of the “other” that sought
to compensate for a sense of inferiority through the use of force.111 The Left’s
“excessive enthusiasm for a multicultural society” also hindered integration,
because it tended to glorify the alterity of foreigners without demanding respect
for the basic rules of democracy. Uncritical tolerance of fundamentalism fos-
tered ethnic ghettoization that only fed hostility toward integration, especially
in larger immigrant communities such as among the Turks. The well-intentioned
institution of the Ombudsman for Foreigners proved unable to mediate between
the cultures of the guests and the hosts as long as the will to linguistic and legal
integration was lacking.112
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The development of a rational system to regulate the influx required a clear
admission that “we need immigration” due to its undeniable benefits. Demog-
raphers such as Rainer Münz urgently warned of the “graying” of the German
population, which due to its low birthrate of 1.4 children per couple, well below
the 2.1 needed to maintain the current level, would shrink markedly without
further immigration in the future. Despite the high unemployment rate, busi-
ness leaders, citing Germany’s dependence on exports, also pointed out the
necessity of “immigration of foreign specialists” in order to make up for the
deficit of trained workers in the most innovative industries. Writers and intel-
lectuals, in contrast, ususally stressed the cultural enrichment of immigration
through different habits and lifestyles.113 Skeptics cautioned nonetheless that
immigration should not be taken as a panacea, since it also created enormous
problems of adapting newcomers to different workplaces, social systems, and
cultures. Hence it was crucial that this process not be left to the chance of eth-
nic disputes, economic crises, or civil wars. Instead, it had to be deliberately
guided according to the needs of the labor market and the ability to absorb and
integrate different migrants. Only in that way could immigration be made more
humane for both sides.114

As “a modern civilization,” the Federal Republic needs both greater toler-
ance for cultural differences and a more consistent policy of integration. If it is
not to result in a one-sided assimilation, this dual goal calls for a common “effort
by Germans and non-Germans.” On the one hand, in welcoming migrants the
indigenous will have to open themselves more than previously to different reli-
gious practices and social habits. On the other hand, the newcomers will have
to leave the cocoon of their “ethnic subculture” and internalize the rules of their
host society, if they ever hope to lay down lasting roots in it.115 The Turkish writer
Zafer Senocak concludes that “beyond labor market planning, a concept of im-
migration for the future poses challenges to educational and cultural policy,” which
had been ignored for too long. While “a special program to combat racism and
xenophobia” must, of course, aim to reduce nativist prejudices, more support for
language acquisition is needed to facilitate the understanding of German culture
by foreigners. By highlighting the advantages of hybridity, bicultural politicians
such as Cem Özdemir, intellectuals including Feridun Zaimoglu, and movie di-
rectors like Fatih Akin can do much to ensure the success of this process of cul-
tural mediation.116



One and one-half decades after 1989–1990, the meaning of this caesura re-
mains controversial, both in public opinion and in scholarly debate. Dis-

agreements about its significance stem not only from the short temporal distance,
the asymmetrical consequences for East and West, and the habitual self-doubt
of intellectuals but also from the complexity of the events themselves. To begin,
it is unclear what to call the upheaval. Was the overthrow of the superannuated
GDR leadership only a “turn-about” (Wende) of SED policy? Was it, rather, a
collapse of Communist rule from above, or was it a real revolution from below?1

Moreover, the causes of the transformation are similarly in dispute: Did the
impetus come from the inside, from the long-term structural problems and the
short term exodus crisis of the GDR? Or was it, rather, a product of interna-
tional developments such as the détente between the superpowers as well as the
dissident movements among the East European neighbors?2 Finally the impli-
cations of unification for the development of German civil society also remain
in doubt: Does the return of the nation-state pose a threat to the civilizing ad-
vances of the postwar period or does it signal the end of a long deviation from
Western development?3

Concerning the democratic awakening in the East, the answer seems to be
largely positive, because the revival of civil society played a central role in its prepa-
ration, course, and consequences. Borrowing the concept from East European
dissidents, the GDR opposition that emerged from small groups, informal net-
works, and cautious public actions understood itself as a grass roots challenge
to the SED dictatorship. Even if the mass exodus was a largely unorganized event,
the growing demonstrations during the fall of 1989 were dominated by compet-
ing groups of a civic movement that offers a classic example of societal self-
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organization against a repressive government.4 This impressive mobilization of
dissatisfied citizens culminated in the forced sharing of power at the central Round
Table that sought a way to reform the GDR. However, the first free election of
March 18, 1990, began channeling the protest into parliamentary forms, which
ended the experimentation of grass roots revolutionary action through the trans-
fer of the West German system to the East. Though it dissipated the revolution-
ary euphoria, the advent of an established civil society also provided channels for
articulating Eastern views, if only they were used enough.5

Regarding the unification process, the picture is somewhat contradictory,
since accession to the Federal Republic realized some hopes but also brought
new disappointments. While the Basic Law provided legal security and political
freedom, the many unfamiliar Western practices, ranging from sales contracts
to insurance policies, produced initial consternation. Moreover, the collapse of
the Eastern economy, accelerated by the harsh privatization policy of the Trust-
eeship Agency, created widespread unemployment for which the repair of the
infrastructure and the massive social transfer payments seemed an inadequate
compensation. No doubt the increase in security through NATO and EU mem-
bership was preferable to the nuclear arms race, but with it came demands for
the assumption of new international responsibilities and military deployment
that ran counter to pacifist habits. Finally, the unexpected return of the nation-
state produced considerable uncertainty over the nature of future identity, since
Germans had to cope with the burden of two dictatorships and find a new role
in a Europe that was trying to grow together at the same time.6 Adjusting to these
paradoxes confused many Western intellectuals, but it was even more difficult
for citizens from the East.

The impression regarding German treatment of foreigners was even more
negative as outbreaks of xenophobic violence contradicted self-satisfied claims
of multicultural civility. No doubt taking in millions of fleeing East German
ethnic remigrants from East Europe, as well asylum seekers and civil war refu-
gees from the Third World, was an impressive accomplishment. But the wide-
spread hatred of foreigners revealed an ugly impulse of discrimination among
the lower classes whose fears were inflamed by populist propaganda of right-
wing parties, bourgeois politicians, and neo-Nazi youths. Nonetheless, even in
this area, some positive indications of greater civility could be observed as well:
Candlelight vigils for tolerance, alliances against xenophobia, and groups like
Pro Asyl expressed widespread sentiment in favor of cosmopolitanism. Grow-
ing self-organization of the Turkish subculture also showed the possibilities for
articulating the wishes of a discriminated minority. The passage of an immigra-
tion law after endless wrangling was therefore a contradictory compromise be-
tween a stubborn defense of domestic interests and a growing receptiveness to
the world. The commission’s chair, Rita Süssmuth, correctly commented: “We
are opening the door a crack.”7

Conclusion to Part III 265
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In many ways, as Timothy Garton Ash perceptively observed, the upheaval
of 1989–1990 has reopened some of the fundamental questions that have been
debated ever since the revolution of 1848.8 The collapse of Communism has posed
the problem of reconciling civil rights with adequate social security, which
Westerners tend to resolve more in favor of liberty, whereas Easterners rather
prefer equality, according to survey results. In contrast to the breakup of other
countries, the end of division has created the challenge of once more constitut-
ing a democratic national state for an estranged people, without thereby sliding
back into the horrors of an excessive nationalism. The unexpected transforma-
tion of the Federal Republic into an immigration country has confronted soci-
ety with the task of treating strangers in a civilized fashion, without thereby
instituting a “xenophobic normalcy” of discriminating difference.9 After the
failure of the Weimar Republic, the enlarged Federal Republic has received a
surprising “second chance” to find solutions for such long-range problems,
which might be accepted by the majority of the populace, as well as by the neigh-
boring countries.10

In mastering the difficulties shared by other advanced industrial societies,
the Germans can, however, rely on a series of positive experiences reinforced
through the upheaval of 1989–1990. Even if it is not complete in some East Ger-
man circles and among certain Western intellectuals, the disenchantment with
the socialist utopia has produced a break with collectivism, which ought to in-
crease the appreciation of individual human rights.11 At the same time, the
postnational identity of the old Federal Republic, which was a product of divi-
sion, has created preconditions for the establishment of a “postclassic” nation-
state that might help prevent dangerous relapses into an aggressive nationalism.12

Finally, concern about a rapidly aging society due to the low birthrate has led to
a more realistic attitude toward the problem of immigration, which could con-
strue encounters with foreigners not as social danger but as cultural enrich-
ment.13 The abiding challenge that results from the unexpected unification is
therefore the taming of the recovered national state according to the positive
aspects of Western civilization.
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The debate about the future capital and seat of government revealed a fun-
damental conflict about the identity of united Germany. For critics, Berlin

symbolized the “Prusso-German mystique,” the crimes of the Third Reich, and
the tendency toward centralization—in short, the danger of a relapse into ar-
rogance. Instead, they saw Bonn as symbol of a democratic new beginning and
as “our federalism and tie to the West”—that is, the civilizing progress of the
postwar period. Opponents of the provisional capital on the Rhine decried its
provincialism and inbreeding, invoked promises of relocation repeated in the
unification treaty, and stressed the urbanity of the metropolis and its symbolic
contribution to unification. Since public opinion was also deeply split, it took
an emotional debate in the Bundestag on June 21, 1991, to decide the issue in
favor of Berlin with the slim majority of seventeen votes. The winning compro-
mise envisaged a “fair division of labor” between the transfer of “core areas of
governmental function” to the traditional capital and the continuation of other
administrative offices in Bonn.1 Though controversial, this result marked both
a return to the past and a fresh start.

The slogan that embodied all fears and hopes surrounding the move of the
government was the term “Berlin Republic.” Even if intellectuals had debated
this concept as shorthand for the enlargement of the Federal Republic since the
early 1990s, it was mainly the publicist Johannes Gross who sparked a new con-
troversy in 1996 with his impassioned plea for “the establishment of a Berlin
Republic.” Because he considered the governmental practice of Bonn as none
“too serious” and thus not really “to be taken seriously,” he hoped that “Berlin
as federal capital will produce a fundamentally different political style.” The
transfer of the government would bring more flair, cosmopolitanism, and
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intellectual dialogue into politics.2 Sharp attacks of skeptics (who feared a cul-
tural “Easternization,” a new nationalism, or a forgetting of the Nazi past) turned
the slogan into a political “battleground,” which subsequently served as a pro-
jection screen for competing identities and contrasting analyses. The excitement
over this issue made the discourse on the “Berlin Republic” itself into a phe-
nomenon of the postunification decade.3

Behind the journalistic debate lay differing judgments about the extent of
the postwar transformation and the consequences of the changes after unifica-
tion. For Kurt Sontheimer, the accession of the new states, the only minor
modifications of the Basic Law, and the stability of the parliamentary institu-
tions suggested that “the Federal Republic which will be governed from Berlin
shall essentially not be a different republic” from its predecessor in Bonn. None-
theless, the enlargement of the population, the shifting of the frontiers to the
East, and the rapid transformation of society would pose a set of novel prob-
lems, which could not remain without consequences for political culture. As-
sessing the impact of these factors was compounded by another significant
departure, however: the end of the sixteen years of CDU hegemony through the
election victory of the Social Democrats and the Greens in 1998 that brought
the generation of the “68ers” to power and strengthened the trend to symbolic
media politics. Even if it is still somewhat too early to judge whether the expec-
tations of or reservations about Berlin will be fulfilled, some contours of the new
constellation are gradually becoming visible enough to be discussed.4

The key area of disagreement involved predicting which historical heritage
would inform the new “identity of the Berlin Republic.” Many foreign commen-
tators, leftist politicians, and pessimistic intellectuals feared that unification
would revive the dangerous pattern of the first half of the twentieth century and
that a strengthened Germany would therefore resume its hegemonic, aggressive,
and exploitative behavior. In contrast, a minority of observers from abroad, more
conservative parties, and somewhat more optimistic columnists hoped that the
learning processes of the second half of the century would prevail and the en-
larged Federal Republic would act in a multilateral, peaceful, and cooperative
fashion. Whereas critics of unification tended to argue in immutable negative
national stereotypes, defenders of unity emphasized the positive possibilities of
collective learning from the past. Conducted in exemplary fashion among the
advisers of British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher at Chequers castle, this
acrimonious debate revolved around the issue which legacies and lessons would
shape Germany’s future.5

Since all too often destructive conclusions are drawn from history, it is
important to clarify why Germans responded to the second, even more devas-
tating, defeat in one century more constructively than to the first.6 Due to dis-
appointment in the loss of the First World War and the ensuing revolution,
antidemocratic nationalists had concluded that another, more radical attempt
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needed to be made in order to regain dominance over Europe. Why then did a
more crushing defeat in World War II and the attending collapse of the Nazi dic-
tatorship lead most Germans instead to eschew war, to abjure radical nationalism,
and to reject special paths of modernization in the future?7 But even positive
learning processes can have negative consequences in different circumstances,
if they are pushed too far. How have the lessons of the National Socialist past
affected the German response to the new challenges of globalization? Finally, in
recent decades, postcolonial criticism has begun to question the goal of trans-
formation—whether it is called Westernization, liberalization, or civilization.
To what extent were the successive changes really a positive gain? Answering such
questions requires not just a reexamination of the record but some reflection
on the criteria used to pass judgment.

Civil Learning Processes

The popularity of the various terms springing from the Latin word civis might
perhaps serve as an indicator of the transformation of German political culture
after 1945. Dictionaries have increasingly begun to include compound concepts,
based on the adjective “civil,” which among other things means “civilian” in
contrast to “military,” according to the Brockhaus encyclopedia. The turn-of-
the-century conflict, articulated by Thomas Mann, between an inward German
“culture” and an outward Western “civilization” was attenuated in the postwar
period, because during the Cold War the concept of “Western civilization” came
to denote those shared values that seemed to be threatened by Communism.
Moreover, Norbert Elias’s anthropological interpretation of civilizing as “an
advancing process of controlling instincts and emotions, decreasing the incli-
nation to violence, and refining customs and forms of behavior” grew in im-
portance, so that the notion of “civilization” could gradually turn into a positive
social goal. Finally the Anglo-American notion of “civil society” became popu-
lar among intellectuals as a “counterconcept to the state” and as an intermedi-
ary sphere of societal self-organization. Only in corresponding GDR dictionaries
are these concepts completely absent.8

To characterize the learning process that derived from the shock of the Nazi
crimes, one might thus speak of a “recivilizing” effort so as to describe the core
of what is meant by the “long path to the West.” The cultural critic Jürgen
Habermas has suggested that “the Federal Republic only became politically civi-
lized to the extent that our barriers against realizing the previously unthinkable
rupture of civilization have disappeared.” This perspective starts from the para-
doxical failure of a cultivated nation to prevent the inhuman policy of genocide:
“It is a difficult truth to comprehend that in as culturally highly civilized a society
as the German one a liberal political culture could only emerge after Auschwitz.”
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It took the realization of the implications of the Holocaust to force a keener
appreciation of the fundamental importance of human rights and democracy,
“namely the simple expectation not to exclude anyone from the political com-
munity and to respect equally the integrity of everyone in his otherness.”9 Build-
ing on such reasoning, in this book I propose the thesis that internalizing these
lessons manifested itself less in the troubled effort to come to terms with the
past than in the active penitence of the new beginning.

Intellectual engagement with the Nazi crimes was at best partial and half-
hearted because many Germans found it difficult to confront their own ghosts.
Initially, allied disclosures of the National Socialist atrocities during the Nurem-
berg Trial and subsequent court cases created shock and outrage among the de-
feated, who refused to believe them. But soon the imperative of unflinching
confrontation with war and genocide, imposed from the outside, triggered a
defensive reaction against the presumption of collective guilt, which legitimized
a policy that spread the mantle of silence over the past.10 Only a courageous
minority of democratic politicians like Theodor Heuss and Kurt Schumacher,
as well as critical intellectuals like Eugen Kogon and Karl Jaspers, tirelessly ad-
vocated an open admission of guilt. Since each side accused the other of per-
petuating the Nazi legacy, the ideological competition between East and West
during the Cold War led to a double simplification: In the GDR fascism was
equated with capitalism, while in the FRG the brown and red dictatorships were
subsumed under the notion of totalitarianism.11 A good deal of the rebuilding
and some of the reorientation therefore took place with only an incomplete
understanding of the Third Reich.

The eventual emergence of a more self-critical approach to the past owed
as much to the general transformation of West German society as to the intel-
lectual efforts to deal with the issue of responsibility. It took until 1958 for a central
documentation office for prosecuting National Socialist crimes to be established
in Ludwigsburg and until 1963 for a trial about Auschwitz to be initiated by
German authorities in Frankfurt. It required the rise of social criticism in lit-
erature, the broadcasting of unvarnished documentary TV series, and new cur-
ricular guidelines for schools to promote a more critical consciousness of the
past, subsequently amplified by the generational rebellion.12 It needed the pres-
sure of international public opinion, the dramatization of the fates of individu-
als in the U.S.-made TV soap opera, and the importation of the “Holocaust”
concept to break through German self-stylizations as victims and prompt a rec-
ognition of their role as perpetrators in the murder of the Jews and Slavs. While
it helped to legitimize the political changes, the public memorialization of the
moral lessons of the Nazi crimes, which combined paradoxical elements of moral
insensitivity and self-flagellation, could not have taken place without the prac-
tical learning that preceded it.13
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This pragmatic heeding of lessons that transformed German political cul-
ture largely took place in three distinctive phases: in the years after 1945, around
1968, and during 1989–1990. The changes began with the “programs of civiliz-
ing or recivilizing Germany under the protectorate of the victorious powers,”
which were initially supported by only a minority of the defeated. Already dur-
ing the war Americans in particular had discussed a fundamental transforma-
tion, which would go beyond the overthrow of the National Socialists and seek
to prevent future wars through the elimination of their deeper causes. Hoping
that the totality of the defeat would prevent the emergence of revanchism, Ger-
man exile leaders and resistance groups also demanded: “If we do not want to
sink into the abyss of nihilism, we must once again recognize the ethical values
of the Western world and reestablish their authority.”14 The Potsdam program
of demilitarization, denazification, and decartelization was supposed to lay the
foundation for a second, more successful, attempt at democratization. The long-
range result of this imposed reorientation was a turn toward pacifism, post-
nationalism, and economic competition, which transformed the old Federal
Republic into a civil state.

The development of a Western form of civil society nonetheless took an-
other generation, since it required a more fundamental transformation of social
structures and cultural orientations. Even if the thesis of a “refounding of the
Federal Republic” somewhat exaggerates the importance of the Social-Liberal
coalition, the controversy about the constructive or destructive effect of the
concurrent cultural revolution nonetheless signals that the changes associated
with it were crucial for further advancing the recivilizing process in Germany.15

But the controversial year of 1968 should be understood as a symbol for a series
of catch-up modernization processes, which Westernized West German society
through the rise of mass consumption and popular culture. Such changes fa-
cilitated the cultural acceptance of the “imposed democracy” that only gradu-
ally gained emotional appeal through practice in its procedures and proof of
actual achievements.16 Finally, the conflicts caused by the younger generation’s
attempt to widen political participation were also a difficult test of democratic
civility. The products of this second phase were Westernization, inner democ-
ratization, and protest mobilization, all of which increased the sociocultural
distance to the GDR.

But the transformation could only be called complete when the collapse of
Communism extended these changes to East Germany, even if not all new citi-
zens were enthusiastic about the transfer of structures from the “civilized West.”
Undoubtedly, the formation of elements of a civil society within the SED dicta-
torship propelled the democratic awakening of the fall of 1989, but the acces-
sion of the new states and the ensuing unification crisis hampered voluntary
initiatives of East German citizens.17 Moreover, the normalization debate in the
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wake of unification demonstrated that the relationship between a German na-
tional state and a concept of civilization based on human rights remained inse-
cure. This problem manifested itself especially in the ugly outbreaks of xenophobic
violence as a result of fears of being overrun by immigration, which showed clear
limits of tolerance.18 Nevertheless, by also reaching the East, this third wave of
changes contributed to a greater appreciation of human rights, national soli-
darity, and cultural difference. While the liberalizing thrust of these processes
has generally been accepted, some of their specific consequences continue to be
controversial.

On the one hand, noticeable deficits have remained in every dimension of
civilizing advancement, which limited the success of the learning processes. For
instance, in spite of all attempts at enlightenment, a fascination with war and an
unbroken nationalism have persisted among youthful skinheads and right-wing
adults.19 Also, the market and competition, sponsored by Ludwig Erhard’s neo-
liberalism, have not prevailed permanently, since during the recessions Rhenish
capitalism developed neocorporative traits that have inhibited further growth.20

Even if the cultural critiques of the shallowness of imports from American popu-
lar culture have declined considerably, signs of disinterest in politics, distrust of
political parties, and hostility to public protest have reappeared time and again.21

The radical fringe of the leftist milieu has also refused to distance itself from vio-
lence even after the defeat of the Red Army Faction, and a phantom pain has lin-
gered in spite of the discrediting of real existing socialism.22 Finally, the right-wing
effort at aggressive renationalization has also fed xenophobic violence.23 Thus the
problems that were constructively resolved by the majority have continued to fester
with various minorities and led to new conflicts.

On the other hand, excessive learning has created some distortions of the
opposite kind, which also proved to be impediments for the united Germany.
Thus an ideological pacifism bred by semisovereignty has complicated the as-
sumption of international responsibility through multilateral military deploy-
ment; similarly an ethical postnationalism has prevented an emotional bonding
to the nation-state in the form of a democratic patriotism.24 Moreover, a radi-
cal market liberalism has spread among entrepreneurs close to the FDP and
justified waves of shareholder-driven dismissals. Even if slavish imitation of
Western lifestyles discredited itself by its exaggerations, illusions of grass-roots
participation have infatuated particularly the Greens, while the vulgar Marxism
of the student movement has misled an entire generation of intellectuals into
a simplistic, materialist outlook.25 Similarly problematic have been an anti-
Fascism after the fact, a clinging to a German exceptionalism, and a naïve multi-
culturalism, which closed its eyes before fundamentalist violations of human
rights.26 Though well intentioned, exaggerated lessons of history in areas like
genetics research have therefore tended to create as many problems as insensi-
tive obduracy.
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In the beginning, the victorious allies promoted the learning processes from
the outside through a mixture of interventions and incentives, which left the
defeated little choice but to comply. The suspension of sovereignty and the
military occupation created political preconditions for the implementation of
the Potsdam program that were well nigh inescapable. Though the Cold War
deepened the division among the occupation zones, the ideological confronta-
tion simultaneously prompted a reversal in German policy toward rehabilita-
tion, thereby accelerating the subsequent rebuilding. NATO’s military protection
and the solution of the problem of controlling the Ruhr through European in-
tegration strengthened the incipient ties to the West, while the Warsaw Pact and
COMECON failed to achieve a comparable attraction for an orientation to the
East. The stunning success of the economic revival, sparked by the Marshall Plan,
facilitated the consolidation of the new democratic order and the stabilization
of social peace through an expansion of the social safety net. With the return of
semisovereignty in the mid-1950s, direct external interference decreased and
outside influence assumed the indirect, but still effective form of watchful com-
mentary by international public opinion.27

Thereafter, the Germans themselves continued to propel the rethinking
internally by realizing the terrible consequences of the Nazi dictatorship and
appreciating the improving circumstances of the Federal Republic. As a prod to
the learning process, the totality of the defeat played an important role since it
consigned potential desires for revenge to the realm of illusion. At the same time,
the insight that the Germans had “excluded themselves from civilized human-
ity through a unique crime” reinforced the readiness for convincing contrition
so as to be accepted once again into the international community.28 Due to the
shock of the disclosure of Nazi crimes, the prevention of potential relapses into
barbarism became a central goal of the creation of the Basic Law and of the new
political institutions. Gradually, international recognition and domestic stabil-
ity helped buttress the nascent democracy and the attractiveness of the Western
lifestyle facilitated the acceptance of a normative understanding of the meaning
of “civilization.” In spite of a widespread repression of guilt and self-stylization
as victims, a critical attitude nonetheless gained ascendancy in the long run,
which made a fundamental reorientation of political culture possible.

Ultimately the civilizing process had a stronger impact on the Federal Re-
public than on the GDR because only in the former was society free enough to
correct some of its own shortcomings. In the Soviet Zone, the Communist and
Socialist leaders who had survived in the resistance or returned from exile un-
doubtedly propagated a more radical anti-Fascism as the founding ethos of a
“better Germany,” which attracted intellectuals like Berthold Brecht and Stefan
Heym. But since only a minority of the people supported the “socialist experi-
ment,” the SED was inevitably trapped into establishing a new dictatorship.29

In the Western Zones, the remaining Weimar democrats and the former Nazis
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who had come to their senses through the defeat proceeded less radically while
trying to build a democracy from below, allowing denazification all too often to
turn into a whitewashing effort. Nevertheless, the Federal Republic proved to
be more capable of learning in the long run, since it developed a critical public
sphere, which could force reforms by exposing scandalous Nazi remnants or
initiating debates about issues such as environmental protection. Finally, inter-
national pressure was more effective in the West, because the Federal Republic
wanted to belong to Western civilization.30

From the perspective of the Potsdam reorientation program, postwar de-
velopment looks like an impressive but incomplete success. German pacifica-
tion has been surprisingly complete, and racist nationalism has given way to a
sincere commitment to European integration. The prospering social market
economy won the ideological competition with the planned economy and served
as a model for neighboring states. Since democracy eventually took root in the
West, its attraction contributed to the overthrow of the SED dictatorship in the
East. The lively civil society that has emerged decreased bureaucratic regimen-
tation through a critical public and established greater citizen participation. But
advances in understanding, such as the recognition of the July 1944 resistance,
were achieved only through sharp conflicts because authoritarian patterns lin-
gered and traditionalists proved reluctant to accept liberalization.31 Moreover,
some excesses of learning have complicated the emergence of a pragmatic com-
mon sense and erected new taboos concerning German suffering during bomb-
ing, rape, and expulsion.32 Not an inevitable triumph but a long struggle over
the internalization of civilizing standards therefore forms the historical foun-
dation for the Berlin Republic.

Global Challenges

While Germans were still wrestling with the consequences of World War II, the
shift to postindustrial society initiated another transformation toward the era
of globalization. The worldwide transition to high technology created new
growth centers in electronics beyond the classic industries of steel, chemicals,
and cars; the outsourcing of much production to the Asian tiger states led to a
rapid deindustrialization in the old manufacturing areas, and as a result the struc-
ture of employment in advanced countries shifted from industrial labor to the
service sector. At the same time, the oil shocks of 1973 and 1979 demonstrated
the limits of unchecked economic growth and the ecological dangers of continu-
ally rising energy consumption. In his restrospective on the “short twentieth
century,” the British historian Eric Hobsbawm treated the beginning of the 1970s
as a caesura that separated the golden postwar era from a new period of pro-
found insecurity. The German political scientist Hans-Peter Schwarz empha-
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sized the later rupture of 1989–1990 instead, but he also designated the follow-
ing years as “most recent contemporary history.”33 How have the civilizing learn-
ing processes prepared the Berlin Republic for these new challenges?

A cursory look at some central dimensions of the German metamorphosis
produces somewhat mixed answers. In foreign and security policy, the adher-
ence to multilateral alliances, preference for negotiations, use of economic in-
centives, and commitment to European integration have undoubtedly served
the country well. But the renunciation of force, itself a product of the Soviet-
American condominium of the Cold War, proved to be inadequate for the in-
creased importance of the Federal Republic after unification. With difficult
soul-searching, the German government therefore had to convince itself first
to participate in peace missions and then to take part in actual military combat
as a result of the shocking TV images of the Yugoslav civil war. Similarly, the
much praised “culture of restraint” could not be maintained in the long run since
the population demanded a more forceful pursuit of German interests and the
Allies a more active leadership role in Europe.34 When during the reelection
campaign of 2002 the Schröder-Fischer cabinet actually tried to pursue a more
independent foreign policy by rejecting German participation in the preemp-
tive war against Iraq, a great outcry ensued, since conservative critics predicted
the end of the transatlantic community.

The ambivalence of the emotional and symbolic reaction to the restoration
of the nation-state also suggests that the national question remains somewhat
unsettled. The old Federal Republic had good reason to be proud of overcoming
traditional nationalism and to celebrate the emergence of a sense of “constitu-
tional patriotism,” which allowed liberal commentators to speak of a “post-
national” state.35 But based on the euphoria of unification, populist intellectuals
such as Rainer Zitelmann attempted to propagate a “renationalization” in order
to restore the nation as orienting value and as emotional bond. Tired of the
confessions of guilt and rituals of contrition that were demanded by critics
abroad and commentators at home, rightist thinkers called for a revival of pride
in their freshly unified country. A confused Left responded to this onslaught by
seeking at all costs to avoid the historically contaminated category “nation” and
fleeing into advocacy of multiculturalism or European integration. Moderate
observers, such as the Berlin theologian Richard Schröder, have therefore had great
difficulties in proposing “a democratic patriotism” as a reasonable compromise
by arguing that it was the solution preferred by other Western countries.36

The current economic malaise indicates, moreover, that problems also stem
from incomplete rather than excessive learning from the past. Although the
market and competition, along with the extension of the welfare state, had been
chiefly responsible for the economic miracle in Germany, government interven-
tion had already returned during the first recession of the mid-1960 so that a
form of “coordinated capitalism” emerged as a result of close cooperation between
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entrepreneurs, trade unions, and the state. Even if this “German model” of
mutual consultations succeeded in guaranteeing exceptional labor peace for
decades, it proved too rigid and expensive during the transition to globaliza-
tion due to its excessive regulation, steep social costs, and high taxes. Taking
neoliberal deregulation in the United States as an example, employers and econo-
mists thus systematically campaigned for the dissolution of cartels, privatization
of public companies (the postal service and state railroads), and rationalization
through massive lay offs in order to create more freedom for competition.37 A
stricter adherence to the original market-oriented maxims of Ludwig Erhard
might have rendered such calls for reform superfluous.

In contrast, the Westernization of the Germans seems a real gain, unlikely
to be reversed in spite of some anti-American resentment. Both the mass flight
in the summer of 1989 and the March election of 1990 revealed how much the
East Germans wanted to move collectively to the “West,” which they associated
with prosperity and freedom. Critical warnings of an “Easternization” of the
enlarged Federal Republic have proven unfounded, because the completion of
internal unification did not suffer from Eastern dominance but, rather, from
the weakness of voices from the new states.38 The question of whether Germany
wanted to fall back into its historical role of vacillating between East and West
has arisen rather from a different context—namely, the integration of Europe.
Since the East Central European dissidents were instrumental in preparing the
ground for the overthrow of the SED dictatorship, the FRG, for reasons of grati-
tude, market potential, and military security, emphatically advocated extension
of the European Union, as well as expansion to the East by NATO. Even if the
burden of the past makes the normalization of relations with Poland and the
Czech Republic difficult, the Germans themselves have now ironically become
transmitters of Westernization to their Eastern neighbors.39

Judgments on prospects for democracy remain more divided, since parlia-
mentary practice often appears to fall short of the ideal of “civilized conflict
management, nonviolent power struggle, and peaceful leadership change.” Crit-
ics deplore the development of a “spectator democracy” in a media society, with-
out direct participation or responsibility of citizens. As remedy they propose
stronger grass-roots involvement—that is, more possibilities for initiatives, ref-
erenda, and plebiscites, which have been adopted in progressive cities and in
some of the states but not yet on a federal level.40 Moreover, in the former East-
ern Germany widespread disappointment with the “unification crisis” has made
it difficult for democratic values to take root. Formally, institutions function well
enough, but they appear to lack an emotional grounding independent of their
performance. Similar difficulties encountered by the post-Communist transfor-
mation in other East European countries pose the question of whether German
postwar learning processes are transferable to other settings. Finally, the debate
about the “democracy deficit” and the failure of the constitutional referenda also
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suggest that the EU needs to make more of an effort to increase civic participa-
tion and popular appeal.41

The legacy of the protest culture of 1968 also remains contested, because the
war against international terrorism puts liberality to a hard test. As numerous
peaceful rallies have shown, the right to demonstrate has become firmly estab-
lished as a result of the activities of citizen initiatives, because courts only inter-
vened when protesters did considerable material damage or used violence.42 But
the toleration of foreign extremists, as long as these did not directly endanger
internal security, unfortunately also created a “kind of sanctuary” in Germany,
which a Hamburg cell of Al Qaeda used to prepare the attack of September 11,
2001, on the World Trade Center in New York City. To prevent its recurrence,
the federal government tightened up the legal rules with several new security
laws that forbade subversive associations from hiding behind religious claims,
checked airport personnel more thoroughly, and extended the electronic sur-
veillance powers of the Federal Criminal Office (BKA). However, these initia-
tives immediately aroused liberal critics, who saw “the foundations of the rule
of law” in danger and “all citizens under general suspicion.”43 Even if these re-
strictions are regrettable, the memory of Nazi abuses limited the reduction of
civil rights to less than those in the concurrent Patriot Acts in the United States.

The debate about the welfare state also reveals a continuing discrepancy
between ideological discrediting of socialism and clinging to government sup-
port. The German compromise between free competition and social security
proved quite successful, as long as prices remained steady, strikes were rare, and
benefits could be extended even to long-term care insurance. But the double
pressure of globalization, which brought irreducible unemployment due to high
wage costs and anemic growth, and of unification, which overtaxed the social
insurance systems through inclusion of people who had never contributed, has
created an acute crisis for the transfer system. In contrast to neighboring states
like Holland and Sweden, the necessary welfare reforms became extraordinar-
ily difficult, since the political parties had to reduce the privileges of their own
clientele, who protested loudly against cuts. Though neoliberal economists dem-
onstrated the necessity of reductions to increase “competitiveness,” the halting
implementation of proposals by reform commissions, chaired by experts like
Bert Rürup and Peter Hartz, shows that the collective security reflex all too often
prevails over the willingness to assume individual risks.44

The frustrating discussions about the direction of normalization similarly
illustrate the problems of finding a stable identity for the enlarged Federal Re-
public. Instead of having just to bear the customary burden of the Nazi past, the
collapse of Communism confronted the public with the legacy of a second, ideo-
logically opposed dictatorship, thereby doubling the vexation.45 No longer com-
plaining about the division of the country, commentators now deplored the lack
of progress in “internal unity,” grousing alternately about a “nostalgia” that
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glorified the GDR in retrospect and a “westalgia” that wanted to preserve the
customs of the Bonn Republic.46 Even if the economic mistakes made by the rapid
privatization of the Trusteeship Agency were eventually corrected through enor-
mous transfer payments, a self-sustaining growth in the East is not yet in sight.
Moreover, the extension of the Western system to the new states has for a de-
cade delayed the necessary reform discussion in important areas, such as restruc-
turing the schools and universities.47 Similarly, the German role in the European
Union remains contradictory, since the refounding of their own national state
and the continuation of progress in integration tend to hinder one another.48

Finally, the long struggle over the shape of an immigration law suggests that
the practice of cosmopolitanism remains politically contested. The growing birth
deficit of the Federal Republic has left even conservatives little choice but to
accept immigrants if pensions are to be safeguarded, since a shrinking popula-
tion cannot produce enough contributions. Leftist circles have similarly been
forced to realize that the social integration of migrants demands more respect
for the values of the constitution and a basic knowledge of language and culture
of the host country. Among trade unions, employer organizations, churches, and
parties, a broad consensus has therefore emerged in favor of regulating immi-
gration so as to recruit necessary specialists without increasing mass unemploy-
ment. But the general population remains fearful of too many foreigners and
envious of their social benefits. In order not to antagonize these potential vot-
ers, populists in the CDU/CSU prevented a possible agreement by insisting on
stiff protections.49 Only the practical implementation of the new regulations will
show if the recent immigration compromise has found a workable solution.

For mastering the new challenges of globalization, the learning from the Nazi
past is therefore a necessary precondition but not always a sufficient guide. No
doubt, the Westernization of values, democratization of political decisions, and
mobilization of citizen initiatives provide a laudable foundation for the policy
of the Berlin Republic at the beginning of the twenty-first century. But the ex-
cess of demilitarization has already had to be corrected to allow participation in
peace-keeping missions, and denationalization has been rendered somewhat
pointless through reunification. In contrast, the decartelization of the economy,
the distancing from Communism, the creation of internal unity, and the open-
ing toward multicultural tolerance have not yet gone far enough, as shown by
the continuing obstacles to competitiveness, the insistence on preserving social
benefits, the tensions between East and West Germans, and the prejudices against
foreigners.50 The liberalization of German political culture that has emerged out
of the collective learning from the mistakes of the past is an impressive achieve-
ment in itself, but it alone cannot offer guidance for all the new problems. Reach-
ing the level of other Western democracies now confronts the Federal Republic
with all the problems of advanced societies.
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These reflections raise the following question: Does a continuing concen-
tration on avoiding a repetition of the catastrophes of the twentieth century not
somehow block the perception of the novel challenges of the twenty-first cen-
tury? For Klaus Naumann, trends like the “aging of institutions, the weakening
of [informal] arrangements, and the erosion of parliamentary structures” even
suggest a certain “pattern of wearing out” of the Federal Republic. “The respect-
able generational experience of the war, postwar, and founding of democracy
. . . threatens to turn into an immobilism, which is oblivious to the tasks of the
Berlin Republic, because they are neutralized by an insistence on normative and
institutional continuity.” In other words, might the learning achievements of
the past not in some way be responsible for the protracted crisis of the “Ger-
man model”? Especially in face of the weakening of international competitive-
ness through rising government deficits and excessive development of the welfare
state, but also regarding other issues, such a warning seems not completely
unjustified.51 Without thereby relativizing the double burden of the dictatorial
past, the time appears to have come to probe more insistently into a different
genealogy of the globalization problems of the present.52

The Task of Civilization

Marked by the ravages of the past, the shining face of the new old capital Berlin
is itself a mirror of the civilizing transformation. The move of the Bundestag
into the renovated Reichstag with its Soviet graffiti and Norman Foster’s glass
dome has transformed the ugly Wilhelmian building into a living center of
democracy that attracts thousands of visitors. The construction of a modern
chancellor’s office and other administrative buildings in the “federal ribbon” has
turned a deserted area in the shadow of the Berlin wall into a representative
government quarter, which presents itself as open and close to its citizens. In
contrast, the contemporary skyscrapers at Potsdamer Platz represent an urbane
media culture and consumer society, which radiates dynamic internationalism
and connects the West Berlin cultural forum with the Eastern downtown. The
erection of an impressive Holocaust memorial close to Brandenburg Gate and
the planned reconstruction of Hohenzollern Palace at the other end of Linden
Boulevard suggest an embrace of the painful as well as proud legacies of the past.
From these contrasts between visible war damages or traces of dictatorship and
new postmodern edifices, the capital and thereby also the Berlin Republic are
gaining a new, tension-filled identity.53

In international comparison, the extent of German professions of contri-
tion over the Holocaust seems almost exemplary. In Japan, criticism of imperi-
alist expansion, admission of responsibility for the war, and remorse over the
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atrocities committed during its course appear to be less widespread in spite of
the insights of some courageous intellectuals.54 In Italy the switch of sides in the
summer of 1943 made the acceptance into the front of the victorious powers
possible, while the spread of the resistenza-myth hampered a serious debate about
popular involvement in Fascism.55 In Austria the Allied offer to treat the coun-
try as the first victim of aggression was so tempting that the soul-searching over
complicity with Nazi crimes only reached wider circles through the Waldheim
scandal of the 1980s.56 Even among the liberated victors, such as France, “the
Vichy syndrome” for a long time made it difficult to speak publicly about
the topic of German collaboration or about the excesses of épuration during the
immediate postwar period.57 International pressure and intellectual criticism
prevented a comparable mythologization in the Federal Republic and ultimately
compelled the elites to recognize the necessity of a fundamental transformation.

Hence the claim that German democratization is transferable, promoted
by the Bush administration as justification for the invasion of Iraq, ought to
be treated with some skepticism. Appealing to the public memory of postwar
success, the president and his top advisors have argued that “we lifted up the
defeated nations of Japan and Germany and stood by them while they built rep-
resentative governments.”58 But even a cursory reflection suggests that the 1945
constellation was as unique as the preceding Nazi crimes. On the one hand, the
Wehrmacht was completely defeated for a second time within a generation, while
Hitler’s dictatorship was utterly discredited by the suffering of soldiers, the night-
mare of bombing, and the flight of civilians from the East. Because the atroci-
ties, committed in the German name, were so horrible that they could not be
denied, there was no alternative but a new beginning that would radically break
with the Nazi past.59 On the other hand, a sizable minority of Weimar demo-
crats, resistance survivors, and returning émigrés was committed to humanis-
tic values and ready to make a fresh start that drew on minority traditions of
democracy. Without their passionate struggle for a better Germany, the allied
reorientation project could not have succeeded.

In the meantime, postcolonial criticism promoted by Third World intel-
lectuals has called into question the very concept of “civilization” by claiming
that it has served to perpetuate the hegemony of white males. Manifold nega-
tive experiences with European and American imperialism have badly tarnished
the model of “Western civilization” by exposing the ubiquitous practices of rac-
ism, economic exploitation, and discrimination against women that are con-
ducted in its name.60 Nonetheless, a postmodern relativizing, which rejects the
possibility of a universal standard out of respect for other cultures, is equally
misleading because it justifies violence and repression as cultural difference. The
problem does not lie in the notion of human rights but in their imperfect real-
ization among non-whites, lower classes, and women!61 Without a measuring
rod of humane behavior, as formulated in the “general declaration of human
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rights” by the UN after the Second World War, it is impossible to live together
on the globe in peace and justice. By highlighting the terrible consequences of a
departure from this norm, the German example demonstrates that it is the great
strength of the ideal of civilization, on which democracy builds, that it is capable
of self-correction even in case of terrible abuse.62

If defined as respect for human rights, the notion of civilization should not
be considered as permanent achievement but as an open-ended task for the fu-
ture. In contrast to the militarism, nationalism, and statism of 1945, Germans
have heeded Kurt Schumacher’s call for “a great turnabout,” transforming their
political culture according to the values of the Basic Law.63 Especially nongov-
ernmental organizations of civil society, which work together in the “Forum on
Human Rights” seek to follow these norms as ethical standard in practice. None-
theless, there is no reason for complacency, since even within parliamentary
democracy new dangers to basic rights can threaten through growing disinter-
est in politics, financial corruption, abuse of the media, and excessive surveil-
lance. Moreover, the insights gained from the Holocaust offer only a limited
guidance for the new challenges of globalization, since they illuminate the hor-
rors of ethnic cleansing but not the problems of deindustrialization. Hence, the
difficulties of historical learning processes sketched above imply that the civi-
lizing of politics ought to be understood as a goal for which one must continu-
ally strive.64
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