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VI. Friends of the GHI Washington 

 

A Donation from Professor Paul Oskar Kristeller 

On December 28, 1995, the German Historical Institute in Washington, D.C., received a 

letter from Professor Paul Oskar Kristeller that deeply touched everyone at the Institute. 

The world-famous scholar, historian, philosopher, and specialist on the Renaissance 

donated $2,000 to the GHI which, with his blessing, was turned over to the Friends of the 

German Historical Institute. Professor Kristeller wrote that he originally wanted to donate 

the money to the Carl Schurz Foundation, which supported German dmigrds in the 

difficult period from 1939 to 1941. Since this foundation no longer exists, however, he 

decided to give the money to the GHI. His letter to the Institute concluded with the 

following words: "As an expression of my belated gratitude for the generous assistance 

that I received many decades ago from the now defunct Carl Schurz Foundation, I 

herewith enclose a donation of $2,000. I am now over 90 years old and my health is 

declining. New problems arise with each passing day. Therefore, and with haste, I am 

sending you this donation before it is too late. With best wishes and heartfelt greetings, 

yours, Paul Oskar Kristeller, Frederick Woodbridge Professor Emeritus of Philosophy, 

Columbia University." 

Professor Kristeller is to be counted among those "émigré intellectuals" who were 

forced to emigrate from Nazi Germany and who stimulated new American research on 

the Renaissance. His journey took him by way of Italy to the United States. 

Paul Oskar Kristeller was born in Berlin on May 22, 1905. He earned his doctorate in 

philosophy at Heidelberg University in 1928 with a dissertation on the subject of "Der 

Begriff der Seele in der Ethik des Plotin" (The meaning of the term "soul" in Plotinus's 

ethics). He immigrated to Italy in 1934, where he taught Latin and Greek and lectured on 

German language and literature. Kristeller subsequently immigrated to the United States 

in 1939. For a short time he was a teaching fellow in philosophy at Yale University. He 

was made associate professor and then full professor of philosophy at Columbia 

University, where he taught from 1939 to 1973. His major works include: The Classics 

and Renaissance Thought (Harvard University Press, 1955), Studies in Renaissance 

Thought and Letters (Edizioni de Storia e Letterature, 1956), Eight Philosophers of the 

Italian Renaissance (Stanford University Press, 1964), Renaissance Philosophy and 
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the Mediaeval Tradition (Archabbey, 1966), Renaissance Thought and Its Sources 

(Columbia University Press, 1979), and numerous other works on Renaissance thought. 

His contributions have been celebrated in six festschrifts, including Philosophy and 

Humanism: Renaissance Essays in Honor of Paul Oskar Kristeller (Brill, 1975), and 

Cultural Aspects of the Italian Renaissance: Essays in Honor of Paul Oskar Kristeller 

(Manchester University Press, 1976). 

The GHI in Washington and the Friends of the German Historical Institute are very 

thankful for Professor Kristeller's generous gift. 

 Detlef Junker 

Report on the Fourth Annual Symposium of the Friends 

In the fiftieth year since the end of World War II, it seemed appropriate to choose as the 

theme of the 1995 symposium the topic: "'Stunde Null': The End and the Beginning Fifty 

Years Ago." Professor Konrad Jarausch (University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill) 

began the morning session with a thoughtful paper on the whole question and 

significance of anniversaries, with the title: "1945 and the Continuities of German 

History: Reflections on Memory, Historiography and Politics." He confirmed that 1945 

was a major turning point and reminded the audience that everyone who was alive in that 

year still has a vivid memory of the war's ending. The hardships of the immediate 

postwar period allowed most ordinary German citizens, however, to view themselves in 

1945 as "victims," even if they had been perpetrators or Mitläufer up to that point. 

Jarausch also discussed the learning processes that had followed World War II, starting 

with the broad acceptance of defeat and moving through rapid and successful demilitar-

ization to an integration into Western Europe that represented a real transformation of 

German political culture. Of all the many changes, the necessary retreat from racism 

proved to be one of the most difficult to achieve. 

The discussion then shifted to a consideration of how the aftermath of the war was 

handled in German literature. Stephan Brockman (Carnegie Mellon University) gave a 

paper entitled "German Literature, Year Zero: Writers and Politics, 1945-1953." He noted 

the opportunities that this vacuum offered to young writers in a world where suddenly 

there were no longer valid literary models to follow. Authors such as Heinrich Böll and 

Alfred Andersch tried to offer an ethical support 
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system and dealt with such phenomena as the alienation felt by soldiers returning to their 

homes. For some, the provision of models for renewal was initially pushed into the 

background by the fear of a restoration of the right wing and the urgent need to deal 

decisively with that danger. 

The Allies' efforts in this direction formed the central part of the presentation by Uta 

Gerhardt (University of Heidelberg), "American Sociology and German Reeducation 

after World War Two." She spoke of the deliberate program to make Europe safe for 

democracy. American scholars strove to wipe out not only National Socialism but also 

Junkerism, and authoritarianism in general. Their plan to accomplish this involved 

changing the very character of Germans by sociological and psychological means, 

without their ever noticing it. The methodology owed much to the psychological research 

of the 1930s on paranoid personalities, which emphasized the need to build on the "clear" 

or "healthy" elements. Those healthy elements in German society were such people as 

later President Theodor Heuss, who was eking out a living in his two-room attic 

apartment by cleaning carpets when he was invited to become minister of culture. 

American occupation leaders conducted a fragile balancing act: on the one hand, they 

were determined that the new political culture should not be imposed but enacted by 

Germans themselves, starting at the grass roots level; on the other, they feared that if ever 

the Germans suspected that they were being "reeducated," they would reject any plans 

out of hand. 

As Germany lay defeated, there were 170 women to every 100 men in 1945. The task 

of restoring this majority of the population to its rightful place in the historical record was 

addressed by Maria Hoehn (University of Pennsylvania) in her paper, "Stunde der 

Frauen? Renegotiating Women's Place in Postwar Germany." She pointed out the crucial 

role of mothers in rebuilding family and civic life, and the problems caused by many 

husbands who refused to shed their authoritarian attitudes and who posed as victors 

returning from the front. Women felt that men had lost the war; men blamed women 

(newly enfranchised after World War I) for voting Hitler into power. Divorce rates 

doubled between 1945 and 1949. With the solidification of the Cold War split, men in 

both halves of Germany began to work on an idealized model of the modern woman: the 

sexy, consumer citizen of the West was juxtaposed with the ideologically correct, 

Socialist worker-mother of the East. Her temporary status as the self-confident, activist 

Trümmerfrau was largely pushed back in favor of more 
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traditional images as the docile Hausfrau, the mother and beautifier of the home, even to 

some extent in the East. 

The afternoon session began with a look at the towns that were planned on the land 

cleared of rubble by those women. Jeffry Diefendorf (University of New Hampshire) 

spoke about "The New City: German Urban Planning and the Zero Hour." In urban 

planning at least, this was not exactly a zero hour, because the rebuilding of German 

cities was based in large measure on prewar ideas and plans. Already in the 1930s there 

existed a journal with the title Die neue Stadt. The Nazis themselves had begun to tear 

down decaying inner-city areas to accommodate their plans for extravagant monumental 

buildings. The end of the war allowed the first part of this process to continue. City 

planners were not misled by the destruction caused by bombing into seeing a tabula rasa. 

They simply saw opportunities to fulfill their dreams of modernizing the existing cities as 

they rebuilt them. The air raids had not brought any fundamental change in city planning. 

Rebecca Boehling (University of Maryland, Baltimore County) took a closer look at 

individual cities in her paper, entitled "Stunde Null at the Ground Level: The 1945 Social 

and Political Ausgangspunkt in Three German Cities in the U.S. Zone of Occupation." 

She charged that the American Military Government had little sophistication when it 

came to selecting appropriate authority figures, and much depended on the personality of 

particular American officers. Sometimes they blundered, as in Stuttgart, where church 

leaders persuaded them to exclude left-wing anti-Fascists from local government. 

Elsewhere, the "Antifa" forces were more organized, and it was they who presented 

themselves as a slate of new political appointees. 

The role of the church was a strong undercurrent in the final paper, given by Maria 

Mitchell (Franklin and Marshall College), with the title, "Stunde Null in German 

Politics? Confessional Culture, Realpolitik, and the Organization of Christian 

Democracy." Clergymen were spared the indignity of denazification and were offered 

posts in the new civil administration, which lent them new prestige overnight. However, 

there were compromises necessary: whether they liked it or not, they were forced by 

Allied censorship of political speeches to embrace the notion of democracy. Many of the 

members of the new CDU Party had been members together in the old Center Party, and 

thus felt the pull of continuity in the direction of policy making. Moreover, it had served 

them, as Catholics, as such an important emotional sanctuary that they were reluctant to 

give it up for a new party. Nonetheless, the practical 
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need and wisdom of inter-confessional cooperation won the day. This did not come 

easily, and Mitchell gave examples from both Protestants and Catholics of an uneasiness 

or unwillingness about cooperating with their rivals. 

This, and all the presenters in the symposium, underlined the fact that there was no 

natural development or logical progression to democracy after the war. Germans at all 

levels were tugged in different directions by personal, political, and confessional 

preferences, and by the sometimes apparently tentative and hesitant prodding of the 

Allies. The outcome was not a foregone conclusion. 

 Geoffrey J. Giles 

 Chair, Executive Committee of the Friends of the GHI 

 

 

The Friends' Annual Symposium 1996 

The Friends' 1996 symposium, "The Culture of Historical Learning," will take place on 

November 15, 1996, at the Institute. 


