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Let me close with an anecdote about the lessons of history. It is recorded that the 

great American historian Charles A. Beard, our president in 1933, was once approached 

by a popular periodical with the request that he write an article on "the lessons of 

history." Beard declined the honor—and the honorarium—with the statement that he 

knew only four lessons of history, all extremely brief. They were, he said: 

 

Power corrupts ... 

The mills of the Gods ... 

The bee robs the flower it fertilizes, and 

When the night is very dark, you can see the stars. 

 

May I again extend the hearty best wishes of the American Historical Association to 

the German Historical Institute; may it flourish mightily and go on from strength to 

strength. Thank you very much. 

 

 

 

D. Heinz Riesenhuber, Bundesminister for Research and Technology 

 

It is a great honor for me to convey the greetings of the German government on the 

occasion of the official opening of the beautiful new building of the German Historical 

Institute in Washington, D.C.—the greetings of the government of a unified Germany on 

the eve of the first anniversary of German reunification. I think that it is a very 

appropriate moment, just one year after German reunification, to celebrate in this Institute 

the long and fruitful tradition of scholarly and scientific cooperation between the United 

States and Germany. 

First of all, let me thank those individuals and institutions that have contributed so 

much to the successful establishment of this Institute. Professor Lehmann has named 

some of them, and I would like to express my own gratitude for their excellent work and 

their unwavering support. The Volkswagen Foundation, in an exemplary spirit of 

initiative and cooperation, has provided this beautiful new home for the Institute, just as it 

did with 17 Bloomsbury Square for the German Historical Institute in London. In times 

of strained governmental budgets, we are fortunate indeed to be able to avail ourselves 

not only of the additional resources but also of the far greater flexibility of private 

foundations. The support of the WestLB has already been mentioned. I might simply add 

that it is, of course, always advantageous to have a large bank on one's side, with all its 

experience and expertise 
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in financial matters and its ability to conduct business occasionally in an unconventional 

way. I should also talk about the helpful role of the staff of the German Embassy in 

Washington D.C. But, then, it is not up to us to sing their praises. After all, they are 

merely performing their duty, so to speak. And if they are doing an excellent job, we 

greatly appreciate it but leave it to others to extol their virtues. 

I am grateful to the various German organizations that were involved in the creation of 

this Institute. They not only helped to define its practical purpose but also contributed to 

imbuing it with such a congenial spirit. Above all, however, I have to thank the many 

American institutions—the American Historical Association, the Library of Congress, 

numerous archives—and the entire scholarly community of the United States. A special 

tribute has to go to the large number of American historians who so cordially welcomed 

their German colleagues and made it possible for this Institute to become a genuine place 

of German-American dialogue, a center for the crystallization of ideas, for an exchange 

of perspectives on the future based on our shared experiences of the past. Last but not 

least, I wish to acknowledge the important contributions of Professor Lehmann and the 

members of the Institute. From rather humble beginnings and with only a small staff, they 

built up this impressive research facility and ensured its smooth operation, acquired a 

remarkable body of knowledge and resources, and commenced a far-reaching and 

ongoing discourse with the larger academic community. 

The establishment of the German Historical Institute in Washington, D.C., is part of a 

long tradition of academic exchange, of cooperation in research, between Germany and 

the United States. For Germany, this exchange, this cooperation, was particularly 

important after World War II, when the country found its way back into the international 

scholarly community. In those years, it was crucial for us to have good friends. And it 

was a very moving experience to see that, in the years after the war, many scholars who 

had been driven out of the country in the 1930s returned to Germany, bringing with them 

a spirit of academic freedom and an international approach to research and teaching that 

had been lacking at pre-war German universities. One of the scholars who emigrated to 

the United States and later came back was the philosopher and sociologist Max 

Horkheimer. I still remember that one of the first lectures I attended at the University of 

Frankfurt in 1955 was Horkheimer's lecture on the "History of Freedom." At that time, 

not long 
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after the war, it was a unique privilege to hear a renowned thinker like Horkheimer 

discuss such a vital subject. 

For several decades, the relationship that developed between German and American 

scholars and academic institutions proved to be extremely fruitful, reaching an ever-

closer cooperation, while the underlying paradigm remained the same. However, during 

the past ten years or so, we have been aware of the fact that the links between the 

scholarly communities on both sides of the Atlantic were growing weaker, as the original 

programs established after the war were approaching old age, so to speak. Yet we also 

fully realize that in a world that is increasingly thinking and acting in global terms, we 

need this international scholarly dialogue more than ever. There are many problems that 

can only be solved jointly, problems that are far too great for any one nation to tackle on 

its own. To the extent that we understand this global interconnection and are willing to 

address the situation jointly, we have a chance to cope with the future. 

These issues and their implications were very much on the mind of Helmut Kohl, and 

they assumed a high priority in his policies right from the beginning of his tenure as 

Chancellor in October 1982. He started several new initiatives for German-American 

cooperation, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. The first concrete result of 

this policy was the creation of this very Institute. It has been operating successfully now 

for several years, not only building up an extensive collection of research materials and 

not only organizing and sponsoring many scholarly conferences, but also involving the 

larger public in an ongoing dialogue through its lecture series. In a very short time, the 

Institute has achieved a position that is very important to us. 

But the establishment of this Institute is only one of the new activities undertaken in 

the field of German-American scholarly cooperation. The Foreign Office, for example, 

has launched an initiative for the humanities and social sciences in the so-called Centers 

of Excellence that have been founded at several American universities. They have 

already made a substantial contribution by encouraging a number of cooperative 

programs in various academic fields. One of the most recent developments is the idea of 

establishing a German-American Academy of Science and Humanities. We have been 

discussing this possibility with eminent scholars on both sides of the Atlantic and have 

been deeply impressed by the interest, not to mention the enthusiasm, with which this 

idea has been greeted by both academic communities. But a venture of this kind cannot 

simply be a government- 
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tal initiative. Government can encourage and support research and scholarship, it can 

provide a framework and set the preconditions, but government cannot and must not 

define the goals and the contents of scientific inquiry; these have to be determined by the 

scholars themselves. It is in this spirit that I would like to see a future German-American 

Academy of Science and Humanities evolve: as one more link in the long chain of 

German-American cooperation and as a point of crystallization, which over time may be 

joined by others to help us cope with the problems of an increasingly complex world. 

In this respect, this Institute, too, plays an important role. We have to understand the 

past, we have to be aware of the many difficulties we have overcome in order not to be 

discouraged by the complicated tasks ahead. We have to know that even the most 

challenging obstacles can be surmounted. Many problems that we are facing today seem 

to be simply overwhelming. But taking a good look back at the way in which we 

successfully dealt with the trying conditions during the years after 1945, during the years 

when we rebuilt our country, our society, our industry, we know that we will be able to 

deal with the demands of the future. 

To a large extent, of course, it is up to the natural sciences and the engineering 

sciences to provide us with concrete answers. But we also need the advice and 

contributions of the humanities and social sciences. Although our world is largely 

structured by technology, we must not allow it to become a technocratic world. It must be 

a world in which human dignity prevails through our understanding of what human 

beings are and how they interact with each other. These phenomena cannot be explained 

by either the natural sciences or the humanities alone. They both have to listen to each 

other, to communicate with each other. We need their discussion. Only if the scholarly 

communities in the natural sciences and the humanities learn to speak the same language 

will it be possible to integrate the findings of these two different realms of inquiry into a 

comprehensive understanding of the future we are facing. This is the task ahead of us—a 

task that we can confront only if we transcend the old boundaries, the old limits, and open 

up a truly global, international, scholarly dialogue. 

In this spirit, ladies and gentlemen, I wish the Institute a good and successful 

continuation of its work. 


