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economic operations in Germany. While this assured continuity of actions then in 

progress, Wolfe pointed out, it now presents archival problems for both archivists and 

researchers. 

 

The Marburg conference gave an impressive survey of research in progress into 

American policy toward Germany after World War II. It showed the degree to which 

historical interest has shifted to the early 1950s and gave an idea of how much research 

still has to be done. A vast quantity of material on the early history of the Federal 

Republic is available, but most outstanding is the series of HICOG records deposited in 

the National Archives. It will attract a growing number of researchers in the years to 

come. 

Axel Frohn 

F. 1949-1989: The Federal Republic as History  

Cambridge, Massachusetts, October 27–29, 1989 

 

A colloquium entitled "1949–1989: The Federal Republic as History", met in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, from October 27–29, 1989, under the joint sponsorship of the 

German Historical Institute in Washington and the Minda de Gunzberg Center for 

European Studies of Harvard University. In the midst of momentous change in German 

affairs, and on the eve of even more profound change, scholars took time, as Guido 

Goldman (Center for European Studies) stated in his opening remarks, to look to the past 

to understand the present and evaluate the experience of forty remarkable years. Hartmut 

Lehmann (German Historical Institute), in his greetings to those in attendance, noted that 

forty years, while an unusual number for commemorative celebration, was a period 

longer than that called the Reformation and almost as long as the life of the second 

German Empire, and thus the forty-year life of the Federal Republic is ripe for review 

and analysis. Finally, Charles Maier (Harvard University) enjoined all the participants to 

move beyond the trope of "order versus disorder" to the trope of "Lernprozeß", following 

Matthew Arnold's charge to "tell me what makes you interesting." Discussions began 

early in the mornings and lasted late into the evenings. The facilities of the new Center 

for European Studies provided an ideal meeting-place for the more than one-hundred 

participants from all over the United States and from Europe. 
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The opening session on Friday, October 27, treated the "Achievements and Limits 

of the Social Market Economy." Knut Borchardt (University of Munich) advanced two 

arguments why economic history should begin the conference: it conforms to the 

sequence of events in the beginning of the Federal Republic, and economic success was 

crucial to the identity and legitimacy of the new republic. Bonn is not Weimar because of 

a difference in economic performance, the best in German history. Borchardt interpreted 

the "social market economy" as primarily a polemical concept, which justified the 

protection of the state by limiting its interventions in the market to those at which it could 

succeed reliably. 

 

Meinhard Miegel (Institut für Wirtschafts- und Gesellschaftspolitik, Bonn) argued 

that the social market economy is a myth. Neither it nor its achievements or limits can be 

defined. The social market economy is really a mixed economy like that of other western 

capitalist economies, but a blend strongly shaped by the social and economic thinking of 

southwest Germany. What is particularly German about the social market economy is its 

higher regard for human resources, resulting in the social goal of reduction of the 

exploitation of human labor, which has led to the lowest work-week in the western world, 

and the emphasis upon a more equal distribution of wealth and income than the rest of the 

world, with the result that the Federal Republic has little manifest poverty. 

Charles Sabel (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), while noting that the social 

market economy is the name given to politically domesticated capitalism in whatever 

form it takes at any specific time, concentrated his observations on the German labor 

unions. Generally admired by middle-of-the-road observers as a stabilizing influence in 

the German economy, the unions now find themselves endangered in their organizational 

basis by the successes of the German economy. While one great fear of the unions, loss 

of jobs through de-industrialization, does not appear to be happening, it remains difficult 

to recruit young workers into unions. The very nature of the work process, in which new 

project groups implement new technologies, makes the boundaries between labor and 

management, indeed the very boundaries of the factory, unclear and endangers the 

organizational framework of unions. If the process continues, the danger of conflict could 

increase. 

 

Fritz Scharpf (Max-Planck-Institut für Gesellschaftsforschung, Cologne) sought to 

explain the relatively poor ability of the Federal Republic's economic policy to translate 

economic growth into more employment. The economy of the Federal Republic has the 

largest proportion of industrial employment to total employment of all OECD countries. 

The 
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service sector is relatively smaller than all others, especially in the household and 

personal service sector (health, retail, entertainment). This sector of the economy cannot 

be automated or rationalized and is characterized by low labor productivity. There are 

two models of solutions: that of the United States, allowing for a very high wage 

differential and low tax burden, leading to the phenomenon of the working poor, and that 

of Sweden, which puts these service jobs into the public sector, for which citizens pay 

much higher taxes. Germany finds itself in the middle, unable to choose between the two. 

 

The second session of the colloquium bore the title, "Pluralism or Fragmentation: 

Coping with Social Change". M. Rainer Lepsius (University of Heidelberg) stressed how 

the initial emphasis in the Federal Republic on aggregation and integration, as a device to 

avoid reference to the National Socialist past and to rebuild the economy, led to a high 

degree of social homogenization by the 1960s. In the 1960s, economic growth permitted 

the fulfillment of new social demands without a redistribution of wealth, allowing the 

social apparatus to remain regularized as it had emerged in the 1950s. Since the mid-

1980s, Lepsius perceives a new tendency to deregularize the regularized structures, as 

unions are undercut and the national social apparatus is "overbridged" by European 

integration. A second tendency is disaggregation and pluralization, with a revival of 

ethnic rifts with non-Germans living in Germany and a higher degree of self-

identification of Germans, seeing the Federal Republic as a positive point of reference. 

 

Claus Offe (University of Bremen) delivered a history of the German social welfare 

system, arguing that its foundation on the basis of contributions rather than taxes, self-

administration, connection to past employment, non-redistributive, de-politicized, and 

juridified rights have led to an extraordinary durability of the system. Little evidence of 

disorder can be found, for the consensus in Germany on the system is so broad as to make 

change a smooth path of piecemeal growth. Yet the system contains paradoxes, such as 

the clash between the collective interest in providing long-term security to employees to 

minimize conflict and individual interest in mobility, as well as the slant of the system in 

favor of retirees. 

 

Ilona Ostner (University of Bremen) considered the reconstruction of normalcy in 

the Federal Republic and its impact upon women. Her analysis was that the Federal 

Republic had diversified women's life chances without changing the basic position of 

women. Diversification 
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of chances occurred, but only in traditional women's spheres. Social change in the 

Federal Republic has not been linear, but instead has affected different groups differently, 

blocking changes for women. 

 

Wolfgang Zapf (Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung) began his 

analysis from the starting point of social homogeneity and traced new fragmentations, 

found less on the macro than the micro level of individual drop-outs and discrimination. 

New fragmentations include the third wave of immigration, the Turks, which has led to 

the creation of the first underclass, and the baby boom and bust which still results in 

dislocations. The whole of society is characterized by a pluralization of life-styles and the 

rising demand for individualism together with security. 

 

The second day of the colloquium began with a panel on "The Basic Law and Its 

Impact". David Schoenbaum (University of Iowa) emphasized that the Basic Law created 

a playing field and rules of the game as no German constitution before had done, 

including suicide-prevention clauses to prevent a turn from democracy even if the people 

want it. It has survived one serious constitutional challenge in each decade of its 

existence: the rearmament debate of the 1950s, the constitutional emergency of the 

1960s, and Ostpolitik in the 1970s. The next federal election could lead to the result that 

no majority can be formed, but no one fears for the survival of the republic, while any of 

these crises would have torn Weimar apart. 

 

Dieter Grimm (Bundesverfassungsgericht, Karlsruhe) argued that the Basic Law is a 

successful constitution because it is not the object of political struggle. It stresses 

principle rather than procedure, creating fundamental rules that are unalterable, even by 

majority vote. This distinguishes it from the more formalist definition of democracy in 

the Weimar Constitution. While most of the Basic Law's special devices to save the 

Federal Republic from the fate of Weimar were of no importance, the Federal 

Constitutional Court is a novel and useful tool. Now disputes over constitutional 

interpretation are decided on a non-partisan basis. The court has defended the boundaries 

of individual rights, promoted the positive rather than the negative state, and tried to keep 

the political process open when parties wished to close it. It has even changed the rhetoric 

of political campaigns, as parties now attack the policies of opponents as 

"unconstitutional", a development that Grimm finds pernicious. The Court contributes to 

the ability of the Basic Law to fill the gap in German national identity through 

"constitutional patriotism". 
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Richard Buxbaum (University of California, Berkeley) recalled the model for the 

Federal Constitutional Court found in the United States Supreme Court. He criticized the 

definition of individual rights in the Basic Law, which is much more specific than in the 

U.S. Constitution, as having overconstitutionalized social conflicts that should be left to 

the arena of political debate and conflict. 

 

Finally, Klaus von Beyme (University of Heidelberg) praised the role of the Basic 

Law, if unintentionally, in forcing various leftist groups to come together under one 

umbrella, the Green Party, because of the five percent rule. Thus the alienated left found 

a new home and found itself forced to adopt compromises and develop a coherent 

program beyond a single issue. In von Beyme's view, this is better than remaining in the 

extra-parliamentary opposition, contrary to what he had earlier believed. 

 

The second panel of Saturday morning was "Living with Dissent: Intellectuals and 

Toleration." Joachim Fest (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung) questioned whether dissent 

existed at all in the Federal Republic. Because of Germany's historical tradition of 

striving for harmony, the lack of a political class, the lack of a geographic political center, 

among other reasons, it is easy to live with dissent because there is none. With the 

exception of the reaction to Ernst Nolte's contribution to the Historikerstreit, which Fest 

found to be oppressive, Fest finds Germany an intellectually dull place. 

 

Jürgen Kocka (Free University of Berlin) disagreed, finding dissent alive and well. 

Since the 1960s, the Federal Republic has had more rather than less dissent than other 

western countries, although there is less dissent and more consensus in the Federal 

Republic than in earlier phases of German history. The political culture of the Federal 

Republic is still shaped by the shock of the 1930s and 1940s and the attempt to learn 

from those events; consensus and self-understanding are also stabilized by the mere 

existence of the German Democratic Republic. Limits to dissent exist. Germany lacks a 

market attitude toward ideas, which are dealt with rather in moral and absolute terms. 

Intellectual debates also miss popular bases for dissent, which may be contributing to the 

electoral support of the Republican party. Finally, multi-cultural pluralism is new and 

untested, especially in ethnic matters. 

 

Peter Schneider (Dartmouth College) opined that he thought that he and Joachim 

Fest were talking about two different societies. He started from the proposition that there 

is much dissent in the Federal Republic. While the heroic times of great figures of dissent 

on fundamental issues, 
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such as Heinrich Böll, are past, dissent lives on. Problems lie in the structure of dissent. 

Since group dissent has replaced individual dissent, individuals must ensure that they 

express dissent within the dissenting groups; they must combat the enormous pressure for 

conformity within dissent. 

 

Historians filled the panel that dealt with "Coming to Terms with the Past." Gordon 

Craig (Stanford University) examined the attempts in the Federal Republic to come to 

terms with the past in novels and in film, in the Bundeswehr, and finally among 

historians. In novels and film, the first phase involved ruthless criticism of all anti-

democratic politics and war to the death on the world of their fathers; the second phase, 

beginning in the 1970s, involved the search for identity, for personal childhood 

memories. In the policy of the Bundeswehr, the first phase was self-referential, based on 

constitutional patriotism, with a break from past traditions; the second phase found the 

stress on the army as just another job inimical to military efficiency and sought to 

reestablish ties with older German military traditions. Among historians, the 

Historikerstreit typified the second phase, beginning with the attempt by neo-

conservative historicism to reclaim German history from pluralists-and to create a 

German patriotism. While the dispute has been harsh, the historicization of the National 

Socialist past, as called for by Broszat and others, is very legitimate. 

 

Wolfgang J. Mommsen (University of Düsseldorf) argued that the willingness to 

face the German past in a new way is a sign of a generational shift. A new generation of 

historians, after succeeding in supplanting traditionalist nationalist views of German 

history, had come to power when in the late 1970s a revival of interest of Germans in 

their own national past restored their public audience. The Historikerstreit came about 

when politicians began to exploit public interest in history, and while one can argue 

whether it was a success, it did create a new historical consciousness. It may simply 

reflect a return to normality. 

 

Thomas Nipperdey (University of Munich) contended that the Germans had indeed 

become a people without a past and that the lack of a past had been a problem since 1945. 

The importance of economic growth in legitimizing state and system is connected with 

this lack of a past, as is what he described as the trendiness of German intellectual life. 

The conflict of coming to terms with the past is one of pluralism, conflicting party 

interpretations. The Historikerstreit is a response to the dominance of left interpretations 

for the last fifteen to twenty years, which has ignored and dismissed other interpretations 

of the past, such 
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as conservative and Catholic ones. Neo-historicism, Nipperdey argued, is more pluralistic 

than the liberal orthodoxy of critical history. 

 

Heinrich August Winkler (University of Freiburg) asserted that the moral rejection 

of the Third Reich in the Federal Republic coexisted in the 1950s with an apologetic 

impulse for Germans as a whole and as individuals. The Historikerstreit in particular was 

an apologetic offensive linked to Bitburg in the spring of 1985, an offensive which failed 

because much of the public perceived it as morally and intellectually untenable. The 

German people, he argued, will come to grips with their past only when they cease to 

draw their identity from the Kaiserreich. 

 

Sunday, October 29, began with the discussion of "A Divided Germany as History." 

Arnulf Baring (Free University of Berlin) noted that since 1949, West Germans have 

confined their concern with reunification to sermons on Sundays; on weekdays, they 

cared for their position in the western framework, for western integration. Ferment in the 

German Democratic Republic in 1989 has caused hopes to outstrip reality; progress in 

inter-German relations must continue step-by-step, and self-determination by the citizens 

of the GDR must be the means by which reform is accomplished. What the reaction in 

the west has revealed is both a stronger emotional tie to Germans in the east than many 

had thought and a change in the interpretation of German history such that the 

Kaiserreich no longer is the high point of German history, but rather an unhappy 

interlude. 

 

Günther Gaus (Reinbeck) pointed out that for the first twenty years of the Federal 

Republic, the division of Germany was accepted, both as part of a general division of the 

world into east and west and as the price to pay for the National Socialist past. In 1969, 

policy shifted to formal acknowledgement of the status quo, de facto recognition of the 

division, and a pragmatic policy of step-by-step change to increase security for all. 

Circumstances seem to have changed in mid-1989, leading to the question of whether 

1969-89 was an intermezzo before a new period only now beginning. Gaus stressed that 

it will be best to help the GDR participate in east bloc reforms without having to give up 

its identity or existence and blend into the west. 

 

Peter Graf Kielmansegg (University of Mannheim) characterized the history of inter-

German relations as a forty year period of learning to live with the division, of 

maintaining a reasonable balance between acceptance and non-acceptance. Great foreign 

policy struggles of the 1950s (European integration) and 1970s (Ostpolitik) were 

struggles between 
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these polarities. In the 1980s, it appeared that outright acceptance of the division, 

recognition of the GDR, was winning, until the events of summer 1989. Non-acceptance 

of the division must remain an element of any policy because the GDR has never been 

accepted as legitimate by its own citizens. 

 

Peter Schneider delivered a comment that was critical of SPD Ostpolitik of the 

1970s, arguing that it was a cabinet policy, contributing to a support of the SED regime 

by maintaining contacts with the east German government over the heads of east 

Germans. He emphasized the rhetorical question, can we still avoid reunification? 

 

Karl Kaiser (Forschungsinstitut der deutschen Gesellschaft für Auswärtige Politik 

e.V., Bonn), chair of the panel "Opting for the West: Past, Present, Future", introduced 

the discussion with the reflection that the question is not whether, but how the postwar 

order, structured around the division of Germany, is changing; can that postwar order 

provide a framework to accommodate the changes? Pierre Hassner (Fondation Nationale 

des Sciences Politiques, Paris) argued that the Federal Republic opted for the west in 

three ways: ideological, because it offered freedom; security, through NATO; and in 

national identity, that being a part of "the West" became part of West German national 

identity. None of these preclude closer ties with the GDR, especially now that changes in 

the east bloc, the fact that the east is moving toward the west, reduce the chance that 

closer ties with the GDR might mean compromise in ideology and security arrangements. 

Germany's neighbors are not all dead-set against reunification; 66% of French citizens 

responding to polls are not opposed. In predicting the future, however, observers cannot 

focus just on the state, for states are not the initiators of the changes in the east, but rather 

societies. States are caught between pressures from social change and the constraints of 

the international system, which begins to call the system, the two alliances, into question. 

The question becomes, what kind of association of two Germanies in what kind of 

integrated Europe? 

 

Stanley Hoffmann (Harvard University, Center for European Studies) began his 

remarks from the assumption that the "German Question" was too important to be left to 

the Germans. But it is pointless for outsiders to oppose reunification fatuously, for not all 

Germanies must be the Kaiserreich. Yet nationalism is the greatest danger. The key focus 

will be the structure within which a reunification might take place, a European structure 

of integration to reduce the fears of Germany's western partners and of eastern 

Europeans. 
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Josef Joffe (Süddeutsche Zeitung), in looking at the future, expressed his fascination 

at the lack of enthusiasm, jubilation, among West Germans for the wave of East Germans 

coming to the west. Aggressive nationalism seems to have disappeared. The "German 

Question" remains one of freedom versus unity, but not that of the Federal Republic, but 

of the GDR, and freedom for the citizens of the GDR should be more important than 

unity. 

 

Theo Sommer (Die Zeit) agreed with the previous speakers that the solution to the 

"German Question" cannot be separated from other European processes, specifically 

western European integration and eastern European liberation. Thus, the issue of German 

reunification should remain on the back burner until the future shape of Europe becomes 

clear. Once unification becomes possible, it might be superfluous. 

 

The final session of the colloquium was a roundtable discussion "The First Forty 

Years and the Next", chaired by Hartmut Lehmann. Participants commented both upon 

the past and the future; this account will stress their focus upon the future. Guido 

Goldman warned that events in eastern Europe, specifically the DDR, might slow down 

enthusiasm in the Federal Republic for European integration, so that the opportunity of 

1992 might be lost. Charles Maier emphasized that the economic, military, and political 

borders of a new Germany need not be the same, a lesson with deep roots in German 

history. Wolfgang J. Mommsen predicted no straight reunification of the two Germanies, 

but rather a social-democratic GDR in a federal relation with the Federal Republic in the 

context of a unified Europe. Werner Weidenfeld (University of Mainz) recalled that the 

Federal Republic had responded over time to many questions with a single key concept: 

European integration. This has been its great creative contribution; there is no reason to 

believe that it is about to turn away from it, and 1992 will bring it even more 

responsibility. Finally, Peter Katzenstein (Cornell University) stressed the strength of 

institutions of both state and market in the Federal Republic, which have undergone 

change only in small steps. These institutions will condition the future, but not determine 

it. 

Kenneth F. Ledford 


