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deliberate efforts at instilling media competence among citizens. The American side 

expressed its traditional belief in market forces as a prime mover in furthering 

information literacy. Both sides agreed that it is likely that societies will be structured 

into the media literate and illiterate. American society, with its long tradition of mass 

media, will be hit harder by such societal transformations than German society, with its 

long-standing patterns of separate high and low news cultures. But difficult though the 

transitions may be, in the end democracies should prevail, if not indeed emerge stronger 

and more resilient. 

Gebhard Schweigler 

 

“The American Impact on Western Europe: Americanization and Westernization in 
Transatlantic Perspective.” 

Conference at the GHI, March 25–27, 1999. Conveners: Volker Berghahn (Columbia 

University), Anselm Doering-Manteuffel (University of Tübingen), and Christof Mauch 

(GHI). 

Over the past few years the American presence in postwar Europe and the American 

impact particularly on Germany have been the subjects of numerous books and articles. 

This conference aimed, first, to take stock and see where recent research of scholars from 

both sides of the Atlantic has taken us and where future research might be going; and 

second, to discuss the analytical utility of different concepts and terms that have been 

proposed to describe the introduction and assimilation into Germany of American or 

Western ideas, practices, and behavioral patterns. More than forty historians and social 

scientists from Canada, Germany, Mexico, the Netherlands, and the United States 

gathered to explore the relevant empirical and methodological issues. 

Following welcoming remarks by Detlef Junker (GHI) and an opening statement by 

Volker Berghahn, Rob Kroes (Amsterdam) gave the keynote speech on ―American 

Empire and Cultural Impe- 
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rialism: A View From the Receiving End.‖ Kroes emphasized that America in the 

―American Century‖ had become the hub of worldwide communication—much like 

Rome in the days of the Roman Empire—and that its reach was truly global. Kroes 

focused on the reception of information coming out of this communication system, and 

he argued that ―Americanization‖ should be seen as the story of an American cultural 

language that is being acquired in disjointed bits and pieces and then rearranged 

according to people‘s specific identities. Using the case of advertising, Kroes 

demonstrated how American icons have been commodified and how mythical 

―Americas‖ have become part of the collective memory of people around the globe. 

The first panel, chaired by Petra Goedde (Princeton University), was dedicated to a 

discussion of concepts and periodizations. In his paper titled ―Calling a Spade a Spade,‖ 

Berghahn defended Americanization as the most useful concept to describe the hege-

monic pressure that the United States willingly exerted on a foreign society. Although he 

stressed that cultural, political, and socioeconomic transfers are always subject to 

interaction and negotiation, Berghahn emphasized the comprehensive pressure and 

determination that emanated from America, particularly after 1945, when the United 

States became the major player within the international system and used its force—even 

if sometimes in a subtle or covert way—to impose American models on Europe. He 

argued that Americanization was successful in West Germany because it met with little 

resistance, in contrast to the more checkered history of the same process in Germany 

during the first half of the century. 

The next presenter, Anselm Doering-Manteuffel, introduced the concept of 

Westernization as an analytical category and defined it as a ―continuous recycling of 

ideas from Europe to America, and back again.‖ Doering-Manteuffel emphasized that an 

intercultural transfer of Western values (parliamentary democracy, free-market capi-

talism, individualism, freedom of expression in art and science, and so forth) had taken 

place over a period of almost two centuries, starting with the Enlightenment and 

continuing to the present day. Although Doering-Manteuffel conceded that 

Americanization and 
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Westernization overlapped heavily after 1945, he also emphasized that Westernizing 

influences became particularly evident when political and social change led to an 

increasing acceptance of liberal democracy in West German society in the 1960s. 

In the third paper, Kaspar Maase (University of Tübingen) called for a change in 

perspective by pursuing an ethnographic approach that focuses on everyday practices of 

ordinary people, such as the Halbstarke (hooligans), who in the 1950s were viewed as 

Americanized youth. Maase defined the economic, political, and social aspects of 

transatlantic exchange as preconditions for rather than causes of Americanization, and he 

stressed that Americanization should be understood as the selective appropriation, 

construction, or instrumentalization of ―Americanness.‖At the same time Maase made it 

clear that Americanization was not a purely willful act but rather utilized a given political 

and economic situation, in that it depended on the dynamics of the Cold War and the 

world economy. 

In extensive comments, Mary Nolan (New York University) alerted the presenters to 

the fact that anti-Americanism had not been sufficiently discussed in their papers and 

that more should be known about the anxieties of Americanization and about its gender 

implications. She also suggested that participants look at the National Socialist period 

and at 1945 as a watershed in German-American cultural relations. In her reply to the 

concept of Westernization, Nolan recommended that more research be done on the ways 

Germans learned about the content of specific European discussions. She also appealed 

for more knowledge about the European uses of the terms Westernization, the West, and 

Americanization. 

In the second panel, chaired by Michael Fichter (Free University of Berlin), 

questions pertaining to labor relations and issues of mass production were discussed. 

Julia Angster (University of Tübingen) presented a paper on postwar relations between 

representatives of American trade unions (AFL and CIO), on the one hand, and the 

newly emerging West German trade union movement and the Social Democratic Party 

(SPD), on the other. She argued that postwar encounters between German social 

democrats and trade unionists (many dating to the years of exile) led to pro- 
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grammatic, ideological, and strategic changes on the German side, resulting in 

Westernized belief systems. This new outlook, which could be ―staunchly anti-

American‖ at times but was still ―deeply Western,‖ strengthened the theory and practice 

of social economy in the Federal Republic, and opened the path for the SPD to attain 

power in the 1960s. 

The second paper, by Wade Jacoby (University of California at Berkeley), placed 

aspects of postwar labor law into the broad context of Allied occupation policy, 

American grand designs, and Weimar institutions and practices. Regarding the 

conceptions and strategies of American Military Government, Jacoby pointed out that 

only small groups of officers could intervene in basic organizational questions and that 

some of them were trying to invoke American models despite the proclaimed goal of 

relinquishing most control to the Germans. In a case study of works councils and codeter-

mination Jacoby argued that OMGUS (Office of Military Government, United States) 

portrayed strong forms of works councils and codetermination as unnecessary 

distractions from the main task of collective bargaining. With reference to the larger Cold 

War framework, he also stressed that Americans became increasingly interested in 

promoting economic recovery, thereby seeing less need to secure labor‘s cooperation. 

British and American interests in weak works councils became even more pronounced as 

Allied anticommunism superseded antifascism; and with growing concerns for an 

economically strong West, the balance of power between labor and capital shifted, and 

business organizations became much less reliant on labor unions. Rather than taking the 

survival of works councils as evidence for ―failed‖ Americanization, Jacoby argued that 

―occupation officials had used American models to restrict and moderate labor‘s 

ambitions for discontinuous change vis-à-vis Weimar structures‖ and that U.S. models 

were thus used to limit the existence of previous structures. 

The third paper, by S. Jonathan Wiesen (Southern Illinois University), drew West 

German elite industrialists into the debate about Americanization and transatlantic 

relations after World War II. By exploring their attitudes Wiesen found that West 

German industri- 
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alists were eager to learn American strategies for projecting a positive public image and 

for applying public and human relations (two terms that were imported into the German 

language) as instruments for both overcoming public perceptions of a nazified economic 

elite and winning the trust of a company‘s workers. But whereas German businessmen 

became advocates of open markets and the means of projecting a positive corporate 

image, they also defended German cultural traditions and, much like in the prewar era, 

remained afraid of key elements of Americanization, such as mass consumption and 

mass leveling. 

In his comment Christian Kleinschmidt (Ruhr University, Bochum) distinguished 

between different ―tendencies of Americanization‖ and urged the presenters to look not 

only at the macro-level but also at the micro-level of businesses and at the ―practical 

realization‖ of American models within German companies. 

In the third session, chaired by Hanna Schissler (GHI/AICGS), Edmund Spevack 

(GHI) examined the post-1945 constitutional order of West Germany. He argued that the 

ideas circulating in West Germany at the time had much less of an impact on the creation 

of the Basic Law (Grundgesetz) than the constitutional preferences of the Western allies. 

Furthermore, Spevack argued that the constitutional future of a West German state was 

determined at the London Six-Power Conference in the spring of 1948, whereas the 

reality of the constitution developed thereafter in a dialectical process that was 

constituted by negotiations between Allies and Germans. 

The second paper, by Philipp Gassert (GHI), investigated Kurt Georg Kiesinger, 

chancellor of West Germany from 1966 to 1969. Gassert‘s main focus was on 

Kiesinger‘s and his generation‘s postwar political perspective within the context of their 

life experiences. He argued that Kiesinger‘s Western outlook and appreciation of a new 

type of European foreign policy was deliberately chosen because it gave Germany the 

chance to gain ground vis-à-vis the occupying powers. Gassert also emphasized that the 

anticommunism of Kiesinger and his cohort allowed them to reconcile themselves with 

the West by embracing the military alliance without wholeheartedly accepting other 

Western values or American ideological and 



26 GHI Bulletin No. 24 (Spring 1999) 

cultural influences. However, Gassert stressed that Kiesinger‘s principal life experience 

was the recent Nazi past, which he viewed in terms of individual responsibility and which 

served the German chancellor as a moral lesson requiring Germany‘s turn to the West. 

The third paper in the session was presented by Frieder Günther (University of 

Tübingen), who looked at West German university teachers and the role of public law 

after 1945. By focusing on the concept and definition of the state (Staat), Günther 

demonstrated that German professors of public law had, by the early 1950s, slowly 

shifted their ideas toward what he called a ―Western constitutional consensus‖ and that 

by 1970 the Basic Law and the idea of the Rechtsstaat (rule of law) was almost 

universally seen as an integral part of a democratic system in a Western sense. 

In his comment, Ronald J. Granieri (Furman University) pointed out the ambivalent 

attitude of Konrad Adenauer as an example of a political protagonist who stressed the 

importance of alliance with the West while warning German journalists about their 

overuse of Americanisms. Granieri pointed out that during the constitutional debates 

Germans acted as if they had great freedom of action; that Kiesinger was not only 

Western oriented but rather European minded; and he wondered why German universities 

are so un-American even today considering all that they had gone through since the 

1950s. 

The fourth panel was chaired by Rebecca Boehling (University of Maryland at 

Baltimore County), and it addressed different fields and aspects of political culture. 

Raimund Lammersdorf (GHI) compared the way Germans dealt with the question of guilt 

and then contrasted it with the American way of thinking. He uncovered a distinct 

dichotomy: The vast majority of Germans were unwilling to accept responsibility for the 

war and the crimes committed, and even the acknowledgment of guilt by theologians and 

philosophers, such as Martin Niemöller and Karl Jaspers, did not meet American 

―standards.‖ In light of the gap between the different value and belief systems, 

Lammersdorf argued that the postwar Westernization of Germany was not rooted in a 

strong democratic belief but rather was the result, ironically, of obedience to U.S. 

democratic ideas; it appeared to one U.S. Army official, who described the changing 
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mentality of the Germans, that they simply exchanged ―Father Hitler‖ for ―Father 

Eisenhower.‖ 

In his case study of Der Monat, an anticommunist and CIA sponsored journal, 

Michael Hochgeschwender (University of Tübingen) analyzed the intentions and 

attitudes of the people involved in the organizational networks—especially the Congress 

of Cultural Freedom (CCF)—that supported this magazine. In his discussion of the 

decline of the CCF (which imploded in 1966–67) and of Der Monat, Hochgeschwender 

pointed out that the leadership of the CCF was old and incapable of changing its archaic 

ideology in face of the new cultural, economic, and political dynamics of the 1960s. 

Although Der Monat and its affiliates were predominantly instruments of anticommunist 

propaganda, they also contributed, in a more subtle way, to the formation of ―consensus 

liberalism,‖ an ideology that allowed both left-wing liberals and right-wing social 

democrats to form an anticommunist alliance without giving up reformist notions and 

concepts. 

The third paper, by Thomas Sauer (University of Jena), focused on the Kronberg 

Circle, a group of conservative Christian intellectuals who shared a common past in 

English-speaking international church organizations along with an anticommunist 

attitude; they therefore were favorably predisposed toward a more international 

(European or Western) outlook. The Kronbergers became staunch supporters of a 

Western orientation for the Federal Republic and later were ―model pupils‖ of the 

Americans. What they were less conscious about was the adoption of Western and 

American ideas, which were integrated into their own patterns of thought and their 

individual values. 

The papers were followed by two commentaries, one by Ursula Lehmkuhl 

(University of Erfurt), and one by Boehling. Lehmkuhl emphasized the missing dialectic 

between Americanization and anti-Americanization, the overemphasis of pragmatist 

philosophy versus social science, the lack of differentiation between geographically 

different cultures, and the historical growth of Western ideas. Boehling asked the 

presenters numerous and more specific questions. In particular, she wondered what role 

German exiles played 
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both for the Kronberg Circle and for the origins of collective-guilt policy. Furthermore, 

she stressed the elitist and nondemocratic character of the CCF that was, according to 

Boehling, ―not independent, even if CIA funding was not known.‖ 

In a panel on ―Culture and the Media,‖ chaired by Heide Fehrenbach (Emory 

University), Sigrid Ruby (University of Gießen) discussed the ―Give and Take of 

American Painting,‖ thereby asserting the role of art as a powerful medium within the 

transatlantic discourse. Whereas Ruby argued that American art was not (ab)used as a 

propagandistic weapon in the ―cultural Cold War‖ of U.S. government agencies, she 

pointed out that American individuals and private institutions at times attempted to 

convey the message that the United States was a liberal nation that cherished indi-

vidualism and freedom and, above all, had its own authentic and promising styles of art. 

On the European side of the Atlantic the attention focused on New York School painting, 

primarily on Jackson Pollock, whose art became an icon of newness and freedom of 

expression, and whose appreciation led to the triumph of abstract expressionism. 

Although revisionist sentiments sprang up in the late 1950s as a result of uneasiness 

about the sudden cultural rise of American art, the presence (or ―quality,‖ as Ruby put it) 

of abstract expressionism led to an Americanization of modern art and of modernist 

discourse. At the same time, the westward shift of cultural authority from Paris to New 

York, the new geographical definition of modern art and Western culture as transatlantic, 

and the political partisanship that this development stood for indicated a Westernizing 

trend in this transatlantic evolutionary process. 

In her paper on Axel Springer, Gudrun Kruip (Heuss Foundation, Stuttgart) explained 

that the successful conservative publisher had laid out ―a kind of basic law‖ in the early 

that was meant to be an antidote to social change and a challenge to the German 

Democratic Republic. Although Springer advocated peaceful German reunification and a 

pro-Israel orientation in politics, he rejected political extremes and was a proponent of a 

social market economy. Springer, according to Kruip, promoted Anglicization rather than 

Americanization because his publishing house was originally opened 
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under British licensing and because Britain and its political traditions were never 

questioned, whereas the United States was looked at in more critical terms. Above and 

beyond that, Springer‘s main goal lay in the popularization of an unorthodox blend of 

ideas (anticommunist and progressive) that were ultimately meant to convince Germans 

to support the new West German republic. 

Walter Erhart (University of Greifswald) in his paper, ―The American Influence on 

the Humanities in Germany,‖ used the fields of literary studies and literary theory as 

means by which to interpret more general developments from 1945 to 1970. Erhart noted 

that—with the possible exception of the social and political sciences —the humanities 

after 1945 were not Americanized and that there was at first a ―sharp distinction‖ 

between the two academic cultures, as German scholars such as Heidegger identified 

American modernity with Geistlosigkeit (soullessness). A second phase saw the creation 

of numerous visiting professorships for Germans at American universities. Because the 

majority of German scholars were not in touch with everyday American life, they 

reiterated old stereotypes about American naivité and standardization. Whereas this 

second phase was marked by ―ironic distance‖ on the part of Germans, German scholars 

entered a stage of ―condescending recognition‖ in the following phase. In a way, Erhard 

argued, the three phases and their respective levels of discourse could be seen as 

matching Hayden White‘s tropes of narrative: tragedy (for Heidegger and his generation), 

irony (for the phase of anti-American sentiments and clichés), and comedy (that is, the 

―we-have-known-it-all-before mentality‖). 

In his comment Thomas Saunders (University of Victoria) stressed such topics as the 

slow generational change in the humanities and the anti-assimilationist attitude of the 

Germans in their conception of Geist versus ―the masses,‖ and he pointed out that more 

research should be conducted on the European art dialog. Saunders emphasized that the 

caricature of America and the desire for unification should be seen as the supreme 

motives of Springer and his publishing house. 

In a panel on ―Urban Planning and Landscapes,‖ chaired by Christof Mauch, 

Alexandra Staub (University of Cottbus) compared the designs of German single-family 

houses after World War II with those in 
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the United States. She concluded that German housing trends in the period following 

World War II were not so much influenced by American patterns of living but rather by 

German traditions, including architectural forms that had been ideologically propagated 

during the Third Reich. Staub described the traditional German architectural ideal as a 

single-family house with a closed facade, small windows, and a steeply pitched roof, 

whereas the typical American single-family house was characterized by spatial 

transparency in the interior and an openness to the street. In a brief comparison with 

public German architecture Staub demonstrated that official buildings were much more 

open than private homes because they were designed to demonstrate democratization and 

German architectural rehabilitation. 

In his paper on the ―West German Debate on Urban Planning‖ in postwar Germany, 

Jeffry M. Diefendorff (University of New Hampshire) demonstrated that, although there 

was great continuity in German architectural thinking before and after 1945, urban plan-

ning became a distinctly Western profession in the postwar era. Despite the systematic 

American sponsorship of Economic Cooperation Administration competitions in the 

early 1950s, there was very little evidence of direct American influence on German 

planning. At the same time, an indirect influence was noticeable in the close attention that 

German journals of architecture and planning paid to urban developments on the other 

side of the Atlantic. German planning had its roots not only in the Bauhaus movement but 

also in the English garden-city movement and international modernism. In conclusion, 

Diefendorf saw postwar urban planning in Germany as an ―international, largely Western 

European profession, with planners well informed about both theory and practice in the 

United States.‖ 

In a third paper, Peter Krieger (National University of Mexico) discussed individual 

buildings and urban ensembles in West Germany. He argued that during the 1950s 

modern architectural forms became less political, when examples of Americanized 

architecture also appeared in East Germany. Furthermore, he pointed out that 

―Americanization should be seen as a reference point to include the full geographical and 

cultural hemisphere of the Americas, both North and South America, and especially 

Mexico.‖ Krieger also 
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argued that in recent years architecture has taken on new (nonpolitical and often 

corporate) identities that transcend regional or national representations. 

In his comprehensive commentary Michael Toyka-Seid (University of Darmstadt) 

raised questions about the possibility of drawing lines between architecture, mentality, 

and social behavior; about how deeply architecture was actually ―engraved in our minds‖; 

and to what extent gender questions played a role in designing single-family houses. He 

also asked what role German anti-modernism played in shaping the discourse about 

Western cities, considering that they were never seen as positive models or ideals for the 

Old World. 

In a panel on regional issues, which was chaired by Christine von Oertzen (GHI), 

Anette Neff (Georgetown University and University of Trier) looked at the role that 

―common Germans‖ played in the process of democratization (rather than Westernization 

or Americanization) in West Germany. She argued that Germans in rural areas rarely 

encountered Western European ideas and that only a small number of U.S. soldiers 

brought new ideas on society and politics into the countryside. Even the Americans them-

selves believed in 1952 that their democratization programs had not been very successful. 

But it was their hope that at least some institutions would continue on, even without 

further financial aid and support from the U.S. government. 

The paper by Maria Höhn (Vassar College) on ―American Troops and German 

Society‖ explored the encounter between Germans and American GIs in the garrison 

communities of Rhineland-Palatinate during the 1950s. She argued that becoming part of 

the West after World War II was not an abstract concept but a ―lived reality‖ and that the 

daily encounter of Germans with Americans, both through formal interactions (such as 

invitations to parades) and informal contacts (American music and consumer products) 

deeply affected the political identity of Germans and the way in which they grew into the 

Western alliance and the ―new consumer democracy.‖ 

      A paper by Ulrich Bausch (VHS Reutlingen) addressed the cultural policy of the 

American Information Control Division in south- 
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western Germany. Bausch argued that the American occupational forces triggered among 

Germans ―the process of detachment from the old German authoritarian state‖ by 

introducing media and new democratic forms of cultural life in the immediate postwar 

era. The outcome of ―cultural democratization‖ was not a blueprint of the American 

model, ―not the way things worked in America, but the way Americans wanted things to 

work out.‖ 

In his commentary Alon Confino (University of Virginia at Charlottesville) praised 

the ―view from the ground‖ that all three papers had presented. In his opinion, a focus on 

regions and an anthropological approach were essential for an adequate understanding of 

ideas and for the defeat of the hegemony of ―national‖ history and its boundaries. He 

stressed that terms such as Americanization and Westernization were ―not important, only 

the way we use them‖; he then opened a discussion about postcolonial theory and how it 

could be applied to our understanding of postwar identities (for instance, in terms of 

attraction versus repulsion; material versus cultural spheres, and so forth). 

The last panel, chaired by Detlef Junker (GHI), addressed issues of European culture 

beyond the 1960s. In his paper about the ―Americanization of Culture in West Germany,‖ 

Axel Schildt (University of Hamburg) discussed the transformation process in German 

mass culture that took place in the 1960s. He analyzed what he called ―radical changes‖ 

in the transition from an industrial to a postindustrial ―consumer‖ and Erlebnis society 

and in the media. Schildt argued that the events of 1968 contributed to a more modern 

physiognomy for West German society, particularly through the expansion of higher and 

university education, the efforts of the women‘s movement, and the loosening of rigid 

sexual norms. Furthermore, he stressed that the 1960s brought with them the 

Americanization of West German society, especially in lifestyle, fashion, advertising, and 

entertainment. 

A paper by Victoria de Grazia (Columbia University) on ―The Advent of Mass 

Consumption in Postwar Europe‖ could not be presented, but it had been distributed to all 

conference participants. 

In his comment on Schildt‘s and de Grazia‘s papers, Bernd Greiner (University of 

Hamburg) stressed the difference between 
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the credit card mentality of today‘s Germans and the fears of risk taking that were 

common among members of Erhart‘s generation, who still remembered postwar 

inflation. In particular, however, Greiner suggested that research be continued by 

looking at the German past—the traditions of German militarism, the debate on the 

Auschwitz trial, and the phenomenon of civil disobedience. He argued that the deeper 

we get into German history, the more useful we would find Americanization and 

Westernization, not as heuristic devices but as analytical tools. 

By way of summary, Kroes dared to suggest that the 1960s would probably have 

happened without America anyway, Doering-Manteuffel stressed the complementary 

characters of Westernization and Americanization, and Berghahn suggested that more 

comparative study be done in the future. 

 

Christof Mauch 

“Continuity, Change, and Globalization in Postwar Germany and America.” 

Presenters: Christine von Oertzen (GHI/AICGS) and Hanna Schissler (GHI/AICGS) at the 
German-American Center for Visiting Scholars (GACVS), April 8, 1999. Conveners: Christof 
Mauch (GHI) and Carl Lankowski (AICGS). Co-sponsored by the Fritz Thyssen Foundation. 

On the occasion of the arrival of the first fellows in our Collaborative Research Program, 

co-organized by the GHI and the American Institute for Contemporary German Studies 

(AICGS) and supported by the German-American Academic Council (GAAC) and the 

National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), a luncheon workshop was held at the 

GACVS. This provided the new fellows with the opportunity to introduce their research 

projects and discuss them with representatives and scholars from a number of 

institutions in the Greater Washington area. 


