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Livingston is basing his narrative mainly on secondary literature, 

memoirs, autobiographies, and biographies, supplemented in the cases of 

Bitburg, Ostpolitik-détente, and German reunification by interviews with 

some of the principals. 

Gerald Livingston 

 

“Turning Toward the West: The United States, West Germany, and the 
Westernization of German Political Culture After 1945.” 
 
One of the most profound changes of the twentieth century was West 

Germany‘s successful democratization and Westernization after 1945. Only 

four years after the end of World War II, the former enemy started to 

become one of the closest allies of the United States and an important 

member of the Western community of values (westliche 

Wertegemeinschaft). Today, Germany‘s deep political and ideological roots 

in the West are an essential feature of the Federal Republic‘s identity. 

However, in contrast to Germany‘s economic, military, political, and 

cultural incorporation into the West, the ideological paradigm shift that 

accompanied these developments has remained largely unexplained. 

This research project aims at exploring the process of the ideological 

Westernization of Germany through a comparison of German and American 

political cultures and an analysis of their interaction during the development 

of West German democracy from the end of World War II through the 

Adenauer era. The results should provide insights into the emergence of a 

German democratic political culture from conflicting authoritarian and 

liberal traditions and a clearer understanding of the West as an ideological 

entity during the Cold War. 

In West Germany‘s political self-conception, the apparent break with 

authoritarian and antidemocratic political and social traditions after 1945 and 

1949 and the sudden appreciation of a liberal democratic order are largely 

taken for granted. The existence of long-term authoritarian ideological 

continuities as important elements of West Germany‘s political culture is 

generally ignored or denied. During the last twenty years German 

historiography has recognized 
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numerous and complex economic, social, personal, and political continuities 

as well as breaks in twentieth-century German history. It is safe to assume 

that this developmental pattern also is true for West Germany‘s political 

culture, that while the departure from National Socialist ideology and 

politics may have been profound there was no ideological ―zero hour‖ 

(Stunde Null). The difficulty lies in how to distinguish between elements of 

continuity and innovation in the development of a German democratic 

Western political culture, how to even define Westernization, and how to 

measure its development and success. 

Whereas the United States cannot be held up as an absolute yardstick for 

the measurement of Germany‘s democratic evolution, the history of 

German-American interactions and perceptions and a comparison between 

the two political cultures provide material for an assessment of German 

Westernization. Distinguished by its strong democratic ideological 

continuities, the United States provides an excellent backdrop against which 

the characteristics of a more heterogeneous German political culture stand 

out in relief. Even more compelling of course is America‘s dominant role in 

Germany‘s democratization. At no time was the debate about Germany and 

the contact between the American and German systems as intense as during 

World War II and the postwar occupation period. The content and form of 

these discourses on Germany, and activities and observations during the 

occupation, clearly reveal American conceptions of the Western belief 

system. A more distinct representation of a Western political culture 

emerges out of the obvious self-referentiality of the American encounter 

with Germany. 

Taken by themselves, German debates and plans during this period 

appear far less congruous. However, seen from an American point of view 

the characteristics that emerge define these discourses as distinctly German. 

The encounter between the political cultures during the occupation, in 

particular during the writing of the state (Länder) constitutions and the 

Basic Law, in addition to the gradual establishment of West German 

sovereignty, further delineate distinctions as well as similarities between the 

systems. 

What emerges in the German political discourse is the idea of the West as 

a pre-existing political and cultural entity in which Germany had to retake 

its rightful place. The resolution of the manifold 
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German catastrophe was to be found in a political order based on a return to 

the Occident, its Christian and democratic values. The renewal did not so 

much call for revolutionary change but for the resurrection of old but 

trusted concepts of state, administrative tradition, political discourse, and 

civic virtue. From a German perspective Westernization was not innovation 

or modernization but rather the recollection of past German values, because 

Germany‘s well-established political and cultural heritage could be 

construed as a genuine element of the West.  

It is an open question how far these authoritarian traditions stunted the 

growth of a liberal democracy. At the very least the conservative republic 

that was founded on these underlying tenets looked far different from what 

American democratization policies were trying to achieve in Germany. In 

fact, the Eisenhower administration was concerned about the authoritarian 

outlook and statist principles of the chancellor‘s democracy 

(Kanzlerdemokratie). Adenauer not only reestablished an autocratic style of 

government but also reinstated a traditionalistic and undemocratic 

bureaucracy that even included a large number of former Nazis as important 

functionaries of the new republic. 

However, the Westernization of Germany cannot be interpreted solely 

from an American perspective because the realization of vaguely defined 

Western ideals can take very different forms. A new German democracy 

could well be far removed from the American system and still embrace 

democratic and Western values. And as domestic strife in the 1950s showed, 

the United States was not without its own antidemocratic excesses and 

imperfections. 

What helped both countries to overcome their differences and to closely 

align these two rather distinct political cultures was the Cold War. Once the 

conflict with the Soviet Union started and the immediate postwar period 

came to an end, ideological differences and concerns about the democratic 

character of the West German state rapidly declined in importance. The 

common threat of the Soviet bloc called for ideological unity and obscured 

inherent dissimilarities, contradictions, and variances in the Western belief 

system. The realities of the Cold War made an inclusive approach to an 

indispensable German military power not only strategically important but 

also necessary as a containment of the German 



 

 GHI Bulletin No. 22 (Spring 1998) 37 

 

situation. Although the United States was not wholly unconcerned about the 

direction German domestic developments took, there nevertheless was an 

anxiously optimistic attitude fed by the recognition of actual improvements 

in West Germany‘s democratic sensibilities and the exigencies of the Cold 

War. Ironically, the Germans perceived America‘s policy of double 

containment as a friendly embrace.
-
It reinforced their conviction that 

Germany‘s future was in the West and thus furthered the acceptance of a 

Western democratic system of government. 

Raimund Lammersdorf 


