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CONSTRUCTING IDENTITY: COLD WAR POLICIES AND THE 
PROMOTION OF COMMUNITY IN GERMAN-AMERICAN 
RELATIONS, 1950-1970 

Andreas W. Daum  

Panel at the annual meeting of the German Studies Association in Houston, Texas, 
October 5-7, 2000. Chair: Hans-Jürgen Schröder (University of Gießen). Presenters: 
Andreas W. Daum (GHI), Maria Mitchell (Franklin & Marshall College), and Wilfried 
Mausbach (GHI). Commentator: Thomas A. Schwartz (Vanderbilt University).  

Since the 1950s it has become common to describe the political relationship between 
Western Europe, particularly Germany, and the United States as an "Atlantic 
community." This political, military, and security community - so the arrangement 
goes - is not only based on common values and a common understanding of 
democracy but also bound together by similar pragmatic national interests. The 
rhetoric of an Atlantic community continues to permeate the statements of the 
political elite in the United States and Western Europe. As a result of the growing self-
assurance of democratic Europe, which increasingly defines its political agenda 
independent of that of the United States, this community faces important challenges. 
In fact, hidden by the popularization and ubiquitous use of the term community, the 
inner fabric of this supposed relationship has always been the focus of critical 
questions. Closer analysis reveals that its content has never been static; rather, the 
term has always been the result of complicated, sometimes even contradictory 
processes and complex international as well as national interactions in the post-World 
War II era.  

The purpose of this panel was to explore the processes that have contributed to the 
formation of specific transatlantic identities and perceptions between 1950 and 1970. 
The panelists emphasized that the creation of an Atlantic identity, which has linked 
the United States and Western Europe, was a contested process. It never unfolded in a 
linear fashion and always involved a multiplicity of factors and influences, ranging 
from state and party interests, covert actions, and intellectual circles to mass media 
and popular consent. Moreover, all these factors and influences were framed by and 
imbued with specific Cold War assumptions. The panelists focused on those 
ideological and political efforts in the United States and Germany that contributed to 
the building of the Western Alliance, defining a Western democratic identity, and 
integrating Germany into an American-led community of economic and military 
powers. This approach concentrated on how Germany was drawn into the discourse 



 

of American culture after World War II and, vice versa, how U.S. policies were 
received and transformed in German debates. The panelists thereby not only 
addressed obvious successes resulting from these processes. They also discussed the 
difficulties within the German political discourse and the relevant political institutions 
in creating a Western identity; and they explored the problems inherent in efforts to 
promote an Atlantic community.  

In her paper "Das Abendland, Anti-Materialism, and Ideological Community: The 
Federal Republic and the United States" Maria Mitchell focused on the ideology and 
rhetoric of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), West Germany's leading party 
from 1949 until 1969. Under the leadership of the CDU the Federal Republic 
established itself as a loyal American ally and the linchpin of the Western Alliance. 
Although the CDU stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the United States both militarily 
and politically, its founding ideology nonetheless posed significant rhetorical 
challenges to that alliance. In particular, the United States stood outside the CDU's 
professed community of defense, namely, the antimaterialist Abendland, or Occident. 
In combining political Christianity with the concept of antimaterialism CDU leaders in 
the late 1940s outlined both an important base of confessional commonality and an 
explicit political agenda. Whereas both confessions embraced materialism as their 
fundamental referent, Protestants and Catholics in the Catholic-dominated party 
nevertheless construed its connotations very differently. Although Protestants 
generally used materialism to convey simply secularism, materialism for CDU 
Catholics implied all that they believed German Catholics had historically rejected - 
secularism certainly, but also capitalism, liberalism, militarism, nationalism, 
Protestantism, Prussianism, and socialism.  

Reliance on the notion of Abendland struck a dissonant chord not only in CDU 
interconfessional relations but also in international relations. For many, especially 
Protestant conservatives, the Abendland conveyed a clear sense of cultural superiority 
over all non-Western Europeans, including Americans. Alliance with the United States 
was regarded as a necessary sacrifice to protect Western Europe from communism, 
but abendländische culture was to be protected at all costs from the American way of 
life. Indeed, because the party's interpretation of the Abendland rendered all others as 
materialistic and antithetical to Christian democracy, the United States's place in early 
Christian Democratic ideology was necessarily ambiguous. Whereas this discomfort 
existed on the ideological and cultural - not policy - level, it nonetheless troubled some 
within the abendländische camp enough to prompt them to address the issue directly. 
Beginning in the late 1940s the Abendland underwent a wide-ranging conceptual 
reconfiguration, in part as an attempt to readjust its relationship to the United States.  

Despite its unparalleled prominence in CDU discourse in the 1940s, the Abendland 
rhetoric faded throughout the 1950s in both the party and the national discourse. 
Increasingly, CDU politicians adopted a new rhetoric of antitotalitarianism, the West, 



and the Free World - language far less distinctly German Catholic. As the CDU began 
to distance itself from the concept of the Abendland, however, materialism returned in 
a new guise in the mid-1950s with the emergence of West Germany's consumer 
society. But from the Christian conservative point of view all materialist ideologies 
possessed the same fundamental flaw: They were anti-Christian. Materialism emerged 
as a significant theme, particularly for Konrad Adenauer, who repeatedly raised the 
issue in his discussions with other party leaders. What does not appear in this rhetoric 
is an explicit linkage of materialism to the United States. Although leading Christian 
Democrats certainly expressed reservations about American society, their criticisms 
tended to be oblique. Although the tensions between CDU ideology and the cultural 
identity of the United States were never resolved, they were effectively side-stepped. 
Ideology did not threaten strategic alliance, and in the competition between Cold War 
politics and organic Christian Democratic ideology, ideology ultimately gave way to 
pragmatism.  

The question of how different national traditions and distinct cultural identities could 
both coexist and merge in the creation of a Cold War German-American community 
also stood in the center of Andreas Daum's presentation. He chose an anticommunist 
slogan from 1950 as the title of his paper: "'To Rally to the Defense': Berlin's Freedom 
Bell, the Crusade for Freedom, and the Formation of a Cold War Community, 1950-
1963." The Freedom Bell was dedicated in West Berlin's city hall, the Schöneberger 
Rathaus, on October 24, 1950. This dedication was embedded in a festive celebration 
of German-American friendship, with hundreds of thousands of Berliners crowding 
the square in front of the city hall. The festivities were also attended by high-ranking 
officials from Germany and the United States, including Chancellor Adenauer, Mayor 
Ernst Reuter, High Commissioner John McCloy, and General Lucius D. Clay, the 
former military governor in Germany and chief planner of the Berlin Airlift of 1948-9. 
Until the early 1960s the Freedom Bell remained one of West Berlin's most important 
political symbols and was heavily referenced all over the world as an icon of 
anticommunist propaganda. A half-century after its inauguration and after the end of 
the Cold War the Freedom Bell was all but forgotten (although its toll could once more 
be heard on the night of German unification, October 3, 1990). For many in the post-
Cold War era this symbol of German-American solidarity and of Berlin's struggle for 
freedom represents nothing more than a dusty relic of a vanished epoch. However, 
this dismissal neglects the fact that the Freedom Bell indeed embodies, in a unique 
way, the peculiar interaction of politics, culture, and ideology that marked the creation 
of the German-American community in the 1950s. Its story illustrates many of the 
challenges and opportunities but also the difficulties inherent in this process. In 
particular, the bell's history demonstrates that Cold War symbols were not static in 
themselves but rather underwent subtle changes in terms of their ideological message 
and several different political objectives at different times.  



 

The idea for the Freedom Bell originated in the activities of the National Committee 
for a Free Europe, which was founded in New York City in May 1949. Supporters 
initiated a spectacular fundraising campaign in the United States that was to be 
carried out with the help of a symbol that could appeal to patriotic Americans and to 
those still struggling for freedom: a bell, following the model of the American Liberty 
Bell enshrined in Philadelphia. A "Freedom Bell" was now designed for West Berlin, 
the city that more than any other place in the world symbolized the Cold War 
interface between freedom and totalitarianism.  

Analogous to the original Liberty Bell, the National Committee ordered the casting of 
this new Freedom Bell in England. From there it was transported not directly to Berlin 
but via the United States. From New York the Freedom Bell began a six-week tour 
across the continent, to the Pacific Coast and back, visiting twentysix cities. Public 
approval, undoubtedly spontaneous, was reinforced by a well-planned orchestration 
of the media and was guided by a strategic concept that covered all regions of the 
United States and involved the active work of numerous representatives of political 
parties, the private sector, and nonpolitical institutions. This concept was an almost 
natural part of the idea of "psychological warfare," which had gained particular 
importance in 1950 following the National Security Council's famous recommendation 
number sixty-eight (NSC 68).  

During its tour through the United States the Freedom Bell appealed mainly to 
American traditions rather than highlighted the plight of Berlin. Using reminiscences 
of the American struggle for independence, allusions to the United States's national 
history, and - more than anything else - constant reminders of the war that American 
soldiers were fighting to secure the freedom of South Korea, the Freedom Bell was 
successfully Americanized. Although the American aura of the Freedom Bell would 
never vanish, the bell took on new symbolic meaning when it finally arrived in Berlin 
in October 1950. The speakers transformed the bell into a symbol of German-American 
solidarity and the heroism of the Berliners.  

The changing history of Berlin's Freedom Bell demonstrates that political mobilization 
during the Cold War relied heavily on the use of symbols that could liberate emotions 
and allude to historical traditions while embodying a dichotomous vision of the 
world, on both the domestic and the international fronts. As such, Berlin's famous bell 
not only embodied a peculiar "Cold War Freedom" (Eric Foner); its initial resonance 
and later popularization are also indicative of the convergence of voluntary support 
with a well-orchestrated mobilization of the political, private, and public spheres that 
transformed material symbols into public icons. As such, the Freedom Bell is a mirror 
of the theatricalization of politics during the Cold War as well as a reflection of the 
role that the politics of memory can play in creating a sense of transnational 
community.  



The interplay of politics, ideology, and propaganda also stood at the center of Wilfried 
Mausbach's paper, titled "'A Test Case for the Free World': America's Vietnam 
Informational Policies in West Germany." Mausbach delineated the various strands of 
cultural diplomacy and informational policies that have gained prominence in the U.S. 
government since the 1940s. Little attention, however, has been paid by historians to 
the role of informational policies as a "soft" means of political offensive during the 
mid-1960s, when the United States came under increasing pressure, both on the 
domestic scene and abroad, for its military and political stance in the Vietnam conflict. 
As early as 1961 the State Department Planning Staff called for an "educative 
diplomacy" aimed at bringing "the free world nations to the point where they will 
stand steadily with us on the basic issues." This strategy held particularly true for 
Western Europe, where America's allies early on began grumbling about the United 
States's involvement in Vietnam. Mausbach focused on Germany as a test case for the 
opportunities to influence public opinion in favor of American foreign policy.  

Mausbach emphasized that the United States offered important ideological tools for a 
renewed political identity in postwar German society - such as the concept of the "free 
world" and the free "West" - but had to merge these offerings with existing German 
traditions. When the war in Vietnam intensified, the United States went to great 
lengths to turn Vietnam into a symbol of the will of the free world to resist 
totalitarianism, parallel to the case of Cold War Berlin. The United States Information 
Service (USIS) posts in Germany began to organize events and lectures dealing with 
Vietnam in the local American Information Centers (Amerikahäuser), a campaign that 
reached its zenith in 1966 with an average of one event on Vietnam per day being 
organized somewhere in West Germany.  

Nineteen sixty-seven marked a decisive break in the West Germans' attitude toward 
the Vietnam War. Whereas the media had previously portrayed the American efforts 
in Asia as necessary to secure freedom, criticism now began to mount - obviously, the 
Berlin-Vietnam analogy no longer worked. But why did American informational 
policies lose their appeal and eventually fail? Undoubtedly, the dynamics of modern 
television technology, which transported the war into the living rooms of West 
Germans and shook the viewers' emotions, surpassed any official efforts to control the 
flow of images from Vietnam. The disintegration of German support was further 
accelerated by the massive attack launched by the so-called nonparliamentary 
opposition (außerparlamentarische Opposition) against American efforts to rally 
Europeans behind a dubious political regime in South Vietnam. From now on, 
Germany's own past and the horrors of the Nazi regime moved to the forefront of its 
ongoing effort to define a new postwar identity. Vietnam ceased being a test case for 
the defense of the free world. Rather, in the minds of many who protested U.S. 
involvement in Vietnam, the West German parliamentary system became a screen 
onto which the dangers of the past were vividly projected.  



 

Comments by Thomas A. Schwartz and the discussion following the presentations 
underscored once more that questions of American patriotism and U.S. foreign policy 
after World War II cannot be separated from the development of West Germany's 
political life. Instead, both sides are intertwined in a way that make politics, culture, 
and ideology factors that mutually influence and inform each other. 
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