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New Research Topics at the GHI 
 
 
“America's Berlin: The Divided City and the Cold War in American 
Culture, Society, and Politics, 1945-1963.” 
 
After World War II, the city of Berlin became a highly contested object of 
international politics. In the process of the growing confrontation 
between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union, Berlin marked the 
dividing line between these antagonistic societies. During this time, the 
city became America’s own unique place for experiencing the 
boundaries between the global adversaries; and it also became the 
emblematic incarnation of the controversies and the threats of the Cold 
War. 

Beyond the internationalization of Berlin’s status and owing to the 
American military presence, Berlin’s aura reached widely into American 
society. The United States developed into the main guarantor of this 
West German island and, even more, generated a close political, 
intellectual, and emotional relationship with Berlin. Not only for the 
West German public but also for Americans, the city of Berlin, especially 
many of its monuments and visual representations—such as the 
American cargo planes during the Airlift, the blocked Brandenburg Gate, 
and the Berlin Wall—became icons of the Cold War and helped to 
dramatize the conflicts of the postwar era. 

However, this close relationship, a peculiar kind of 
Immediatverhältnis, was not simply an outcome of the years after 1945. 
It rather followed an enduring tradition of America’s special attention to 
Berlin as a mirror of both the evil and the positive potential of German 
history. In the eyes of most Americans, Berlin represented Wilhelmine 
hubris and Nazi terror as well as urban vitality, cultural innovation, and 
scholarly achievement. When U.S. troops entered the American sector in 
July 1945, Berlin had already been embedded in the American cultural 
memory as an ambivalent symbol of modernity. Furthermore, no other 
city in Germany has so often been characterized as an “American city” 
because of its rapid demographic, in- 
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dustrial, and commercial development, as well as its ethnic diversity 
and the hectic pace of its urban life. 

These preliminary observations outline the scope of this new project 
at the German Historical Institute. Reversing the traditional perspective 
of analyzing the American Berlinpolitik and its impact on the city, this 
project will focus on the meaning of Berlin in the United States. My main 
concern is to uncover what Berlin meant for the Americans, and what 
these meanings tell us about American society during the Cold War. This 
study of America’s Berlin will illuminate crucial domestic processes that 
the United States underwent after World War II and that affected its 
relationship toward Germany. In order to explain the strong ties 
between the United States and Germany, previous research has favored 
such interpretative patterns as a special, self-evident community of 
values and security, a Werte-und Sicherheitsgemeinschaft, strategic 
categories, American”hegemony” or Europe’s “Americanization.” 

Whereas the so-called Americanization of Germany and the reception 
of American habits of culture and consumption is currently a favorite 
topic in German historiography, this project investigates the place of 
Berlin in America’s “mental map”: In what ways, with what intentions, 
and to what ends did Berlin—the meanings, the representations, and 
the historical heritage of the city—become part of the American 
imagination and integrated as such into the narratives of American 
history? How did competing Berlin narratives emerge, and which of 
them reinforced the process of American cultural appropriation of the 
city? What do these processes reveal about the cultural setting and the 
geopolitical thinking in the United States between 1945 and 1963? How 
did Berlin shape America’s attitude toward Germany and mold this 
attitude with a particular geographical reference? To what extent did 
the reference to Berlin prefigure the thinking about the Cold War in the 
United States? 

Guided by such questions, I would like to propose a new 
interpretation of the close relationship between the United States and 
Germany after World War II: America’s Berlin illustrates the impact of 
“invented traditions” and the politics of memory in international 
relations. Focusing on Berlin in America helps us to understand the 
creation of common political identities and discursive as well as 
institutional community-building between the United States and 
Germany. 
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In fact, Berlin provided American society with a singular opportunity 
to understand the Cold War and define its relationship with Germany. 
Berlin epitomized both the confrontation of the Cold War and the 
antagonisms of German history. After 1945, political and historical 
interpretations of Germany could be split along the city’s inner 
boundary and be shifted either to the West or to the East. Reflections on 
Berlin had a major influence on American discourses that helped to 
strengthen and legitimize the peculiar, quasi alliance-building between 
the United States and West Germany. Much more than the Bonn 
Republic with its elderly chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, Berlin under its 
dynamic mayors, Ernst Reuter and Willy Brandt, and the particular 
atmosphere of the frontier city of the Cold War stirred up emotions and 
generated political and literary fantasies in the United States. Berlin 
developed into an important reference point for Americans in the 
debate over the United States’ international role and its global mission. 
The city embodied the crucial test case for the credibility of America’s 
political and nuclear umbrella over Germany. Berlin also became the 
common ground for a specific group of transatlantic brokers and 
mediators. This group formed a Berlin lobby in the United States and 
built the basis for a dense transatlantic network of interpersonal and 
institutional connections. Personalities such as Lucius D. Clay, Eleanor 
Dulles, James Riddleberger, and Shepard Stone, as well as U.S. media 
correspondents played a pivotal role in this network. 

A seemingly self-evident, though crucial, argument has to be taken 
into account on all of these levels of political imagination, symbolic 
politics, and personal and institutional networks: There is no monolithic 
American culture or society, but a diversity of social, ethnic, regional, 
and religious components that developed either distinct attitudes 
toward Berlin or simply ignored any meaning of this city. In order to 
cope with the plurality of America’s Berlins, the project will not be 
bound to a strict chronological narrative but will combine narrative and 
thematic chapters. Chronologically, I will focus on emblematic episodes 
between 1945 and 1963. The Berlin visit of President John F. Kennedy 
in 1963 and his famous “Ich bin ein Berliner” speech marked the 
highpoint of America’s symbolic embrace of Berlin and triggered an 
unprecedented and unparalleled outburst of enthusiasm for America in 
Berlin. 
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In addition, the project will deal with particular themes that broaden 

the spectrum beyond elite politics and the East Coast establishment. 
These topics include American tourism and popular images of Berlin in 
travel and tourist literature, the Berlin-related activities of major 
American foundations, and the meaning of Berlin’s visual symbols and 
rituals. One fact deserves special attention. Between 1945 and 1963 
tens of thousands of American soldiers were stationed in Berlin and 
later returned to the United States to help shape the American 
imagination on Germany. This particular transfer provides historical 
analysis with rich primary material to trace the various meanings of 
Berlin in American society. 

Within this framework of analysis, elements of political, intellectual, 
and cultural history converge. As such, this project is situated within the 
context of recent efforts made by historians and political scientists to 
find cultural approaches to the history of international relations. The 
project on America’s Berlin is meant as a contribution to this new 
debate on cultural dimensions of diplomatic history and on the culture 
of the Cold War as a formative era of modem history that penetrated 
societies on both sides of the Atlantic. The author welcomes any further 
suggestions or critical remarks to this open field of historiographical 
research in general and with particular respect to Berlin. 

 
Andreas W . Daum 

 e-mail: adaum@idt.net 
 

 
“American Political and Ideological Influences on the Shaping of the 
West German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) of 1948-49.” 
 
In 1999, the Germans will celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the 
shaping of their constitution, the Grundgesetz (Basic Law). In the public 
celebrations and academic conferences that are planned, they will have 
much to be proud of, for the fifty-year history of the Basic Law is 
without doubt the greatest success story of modern German 
constitutional history. It is generally accepted that the Basic Law 
continuously provided West Germany with 
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