
 

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 

Bd. 22 

2000 

Nr. 1 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-
Publikationsplattform der Max Weber Stiftung – Stiftung 
Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland, zur 
Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat 
urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, 
das Ausdrucken des Textes, das Herunterladen, das 
Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger soweit 
die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und 
nicht-kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber 
hinausgehende unerlaubte Verwendung, Reproduktion oder 
Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können sowohl zivil- 
als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



REVIEW ARTICLES

BERLIN, BERLIN ...

by Friedrich Lenger

ALEXANDRA RICHIE, Faust’s Metropolis. A History of Berlin (London:
HarperCollins, 1998), lx + 1107 pp. ISBN 0 00 215896 5. £29.99
VOLKER WAGNER, Die Dorotheenstadt im 19. Jahrhundert. Vom vorstäd-
tischen Wohnviertel barocker Prägung zu einem Teil der modernen Berliner
City, Veröffentlichungen der Historischen Kommission zu Berlin, 94
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1998), xvii + 753 pp. ISBN 3 11 015709 8. DM
298.00
CHRISTOPH BERNHARDT, Bauplatz Groß-Berlin. Wohnungsmärkte,
Terraingewerbe und Kommunalpolitik im Städtewachstum der Hochindu-
strialisierung (1871-1918), Veröffentlichungen der Historischen Kommis-
sion zu Berlin, 93 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1998), xii + 379 pp. ISBN 3
11 015382 3. DM 220.00
JAY WINTER and JEAN-LOUIS ROBERT (eds), Capital Cities at War:
Paris, London, Berlin 1914-1919, Studies in the Social and Cultural
History of Modern Warfare, 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1997), xvii + 622 pp. ISBN 0 521 57171 5. £60.00 (US $90.00)
KARL HEINRICH KAUFHOLD (ed.), Investitionen der Städte im 19. und
20. Jahrhundert, Städteforschung, A/42 (Cologne: Böhlau, 1997), xxix +
284 pp. ISBN 3 412 14596 3. DM 78.00
MARTIN H. GEYER, ‘Verkehrte Welt’. Revolution, Inflation und Moderne:
München 1914-1924, Kritische Studien zur Geschichtswissenschaft, 128
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998), 451 pp. ISBN 3 525 35791
5. DM 89.00
ANDREAS WIRSCHING, Vom Weltkrieg zum Bürgerkrieg? Politischer
Extremismus in Deutschland und Frankreich 1918-1933/39. Berlin und Paris
im Vergleich, Quellen und Darstellungen zur Zeitgeschichte, 40 (Munich:
Oldenbourg, 1999), x + 702 pp. ISBN 3 486 56357 2. DM 148.00

‘Berlin, Berlin’ was the title of a fascinating exhibition held in 1987, in
what was at that time West Berlin. The occasion was the city’s putative
seven hundred and fiftieth anniversary. While the exhibition did not
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ignore the period of National Socialist dictatorship and Berlin’s role as
the headquarters of political terror and racial persecution, the main
focus was Berlin’s rise to become a modern big city. In line with the
historiographical preoccupations of those years, the exhibition
concentrated on certain aspects of the urbanization process: social
history and the history of mentalities. The exhibition organizers could
not guess that only two years later, with the opening of the Berlin Wall,
political history would return to centre stage. This has affected research
on urban history as a whole, which has looked more to twentieth-
century political themes in general, and to the history of Berlin in
particular.

This, it seems to me, justifies using Alexandra Richie’s mammoth
book to provide a structure for this research report. Her study can be
read as a commentary on the issue of the capital, as an attempt to reveal
the historical significance of moving the seat of government to Berlin.
‘It may seem unfair’, we read in the introduction, ‘but Berlin will have
to work hard to prove to the world that this “democratic phase” is not
merely another passing trend’ (p. xxx). Berlin here is not just short-hand
for the much discussed Berlin Republic. As a Faustian metropolis, it has
its own unique quality which is frequently evoked but never clearly
spelled out: ‘Berlin is a city which has never been at ease with itself’ (p.
xviii). This and other shortcomings are to be explained through not only
the history of the city, but also considerable stretches of German, and
even European, history. The author describes her work thus: ‘It is not a
local history, although it has elements of this, but is a history of Germany
– even of Europe, including the often-neglected east – as seen through
the “prism” of Berlin’ (p. vii).

This sort of approach involves considerable problems. For one thing,
closer investigation is required to demontrate how the history of Berlin
as a capital can bring together central strands of German and European
history. For another, most of Berlin’s urban history contains no pointers
to its future as the capital of a unified nation-state. As a result, Richie
treats this ‘pre-history’ briefly. None the less, this period did contain
important turning points that set the course for the future. Thus Berlin’s
rise under the Hohenzollern dynasty is described as ‘a traumatic birth’,
and the Berliners, it is claimed, owe ‘their often excessive devotion to
authority’ to the absolutist rule of this dynasty (pp. 39, 53). Richie does
not ask herself how such a deformed mentality, evidence of which she
also sees in hostility towards Huguenot immigrants, was passed on



9

Berlin, Berlin ...

from generation to generation, especially in a city largely shaped by
immigrants. Instead, she introduces a recurring interpretative figure
which sees cultural development as a compensation for political short-
comings. Romanticism thus appears as an answer to Napoleonic
oppression, and Biedermeier culture as a flight from reactionary politics.
And just as the city’s inhabitants obviously possess psychic energy that
they can choose to channel into politics or culture, so the city itself has
a soul, which explains its fate: ‘No European city rose from obscurity so
quickly, and none would be so drunk on its success. ... But despite its
success it was not a city at ease with itself’ (p. 152).

This use of association and metaphor gives the account a somewhat
old-fashioned air. This is further reinforced by the author’s tendency to
turn the few social history passages in her book, which are mostly
written with scant regard for the most recent research on the subject,
into genre paintings which are intended to move the ‘general reader’ to
whom the book is addressed. Thus, for example, she combines a rather
one-sided description of miserable housing conditions under the
Kaiserreich with her own experience of living in a Hinterhof: ‘I shudder
to think of people in my dank, airless underground room with its walls
glistening with slime and the numerous rats scurrying past in the dark’
(p. 163).

The distance separating Faust’s Metropolis and modern historical
research and analysis becomes especially clear when we look at two
current publications which deal with living conditions in nineteenth-
century Berlin in quite a different way. Thus Volker Wagner, in his study
of the Dorotheenstadt, not only concentrates on a carefully defined
spatial segment of Berlin, but within this quarter he also frequently
emphasizes the significant differences between the favoured addresses
on ‘Unter den Linden’, and those on less salubrious streets. His real
theme is the formation of the city, which he examines in three periods,
always keeping in mind the context of the whole of Berlin. His source
material, which includes Fire Society and Land Registry files, allows
precise statements to be made for the years 1822, 1868, and 1914. Wagner
describes the transformation of a wealthy residential quarter, which
experienced a large degree of social mixing in the early nineteenth
century, into a business and administrative district which almost ceased
to be a residential area. The strength of his study lies in the precision and
high degree of differentiation with which he captures the transformation
of the socio-spatial and functional structure of the Dorotheenstadt. This
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differentiation, however, is combined with a love of detail which can
often be taxing for the reader. However interesting the explanation of
the disappearance of an aristocratic family line, the discussion of the
hotel industry’s building plans at the turn of the century, or an analysis
of the spatial distribution of cafés and restaurants – much of this is,
ultimately, of no more than antiquarian significance.

Christoph Bernhardt’s book, Bauplatz Groß-Berlin, by contrast, is
much more consistent and stringent. Its point of departure is the lively
debate – which Alexandra Richie does not seem to have noticed – on
whether there was a housing shortage in the large cities of the Kaiserreich.
An important finding of Bernhardt’s study is that in Greater Berlin there
was certainly no ‘permanent and general shortage of housing during
the era of high industrialization, even in the case of smaller accom-
modation’ (p. 320). The author carefully demonstrates this finding by
analysing the housing market in a way which explains its evolution out
of the interplay between the expectations of profit on the part of
commercial land developers, and the decisions taken by local councils
on the opening up of new streets. A crucial factor in the highly cyclical
movements of the housing market was the creation of a public transport
system consisting of underground and suburban trains. Investors’
expectations of these areas, which were made accessible by the new
transport systems, were behind the collapse of the land market, the
building market, and the housing market in Greater Berlin in 1912.
Bernhardt has made an important contribution to our understanding of
this event, going beyond the local context.

The studies by Wagner and Bernhardt testify to the lasting interest
of German scholars in the spatial and architectural aspects of the
urbanization process. No trace of this is to be found, however, in
Richie’s history of the city of Berlin. For her, the architectural shape of
Berlin during the Kaiserreich is primarily important as an expression
of a psychic state, which she illustrates primarily by reference to
William II’s cultural policies: ‘William had wanted to make Berlin the
greatest city in the world. He believed he had succeeded. He claimed to
have “watched with sharp eyes” all developments in art and stated that
although he had seen many great cities Berlin had now become the
“most beautiful”. Instead he made it at best a laughing stock and at
worst a hated symbol of pomp, arrogance and Prussian militarism’ (p.
232). The author leaves us in no doubt as to where such an exaggerated
need for approval would lead: ‘If he [William] could not do it through
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culture, he could do it by force’ (p. 232). Thus it is not surprising that the
chapter on ‘The Road to the First World War’ is longer than the
discussion of Berlin during the whole of the Kaiserreich.

Richie does not seem aware that recent work has repeatedly cast
doubt on the universality of the enthusiasm for war. As far as she is
concerned: ‘The frenzied outpouring of emotion in Berlin made reactions
in Petersburg or Vienna look bland by comparison’ (p. 267). This
enthusiasm waned not only because of the course of the war, which
Richie describes in detail and inevitably without any reference to Berlin,
but also because of the ever deteriorating supply situation on the home
front. Richie here refers explicitly to a recent collection of essays edited
by Jay Winter and Jean-Louis Robert, which systematically investigates
developments in Paris, London, and Berlin. The general argument of
the volume is ‘that Allied adaptation and well-being reflected a more
equitable and efficient distributive system than existed on the other side
of the lines’ (p. 11). The comparison shows that the more advantageous
supply situation of London and Paris by comparison with Berlin only
became clearly apparent during the second half of the war, and in the
view of the editors, it was one of the causes of Germany’s defeat in the
war. This assessment is made on the basis of case studies comparing the
cities on a large number of specific topics, ranging from wages and
public assistance to the health services, supplies of food and fuel, and
accommodation. The material brought together here is informative in
individual cases, but a number of questions remain in relation to the
general argument. First, it is irritating that certain contributions, such as
that by Catherine Rollet, for example, accept this general thesis although
it is not really confirmed by the material presented. Secondly, it should
be noted that the comparisons undertaken are not of equal weight.
Berlin, in particular, is often referred to only in passing. Thirdly, a large
number of the essays do not go beyond quantifying the supply situation,
although to address the question of the impact of this situation properly,
attention should surely be paid to perceptions of the situation. Finally,
it must be asked whether a city comparison really provides an adequate
level at which to examine the question which the book addresses. Only
a few essays, such as that by Armin Treibel on the coal supply, reflect this
adequately. Thus it amounts to a self-criticism when the editors state, in
their conclusion, ‘that urban administrations had neither the resources
nor the authority effectively to determine levels of well-being in these
cities. Virtually all of the key decisions were taken elsewhere’ (p. 548).
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This also explains why, despite its comparative perspective, the
book edited by Winter and Robert can provide no clear statement on a
subject which has recently re-emerged as a topic of debate, namely, the
efficiency of local administration during the Kaiserreich. The financial
side of this administrative activity is the main theme of the volume
edited by Karl-Heinrich Kaufhold. In addition to three survey accounts
of investment activity by local councils (mainly during the Kaiserreich),
it also contains a number of case studies on various areas in which local
government was involved. Of particular interest are excellent case
studies of Frankfurt and Mannheim, and two contributions on Berlin,
one of which investigates the relationship between urban initiatives
and state intervention ‘in the development of local supplies in the
Western suburbs of Berlin’ (p. 181). The theme of this essay, namely, the
relationship between the city and the state, is a problem that is totally
neglected in Faust’s Metropolis. Tensions between Berlin’s city council,
which was dominated by liberals, and William II, for example, have no
place in this book. Until the end of the First World War, one could almost
believe that Richie’s Berlin consisted predominantly of the Prussian
monarchy, a few well-known artists, and the mass of Berliners who
hardly feature. For the time after the end of the First World War, which
takes up almost two-thirds of the book, this ‘conception’ cannot be
maintained. However, the account continues to concentrate on high
culture and high politics. Revolutionary events are – graphically –
described as quarrels between various leaders of parties of the left, and
the attempt to expand the cultural history of the period of inflation into
a history of mentalities is not convincing: ‘As things grew increasingly
dire Berlin threw itself into an orgy of dancing, drinking, pornography
and prostitution with je m’en fous being the order of the day’ (p. 323).

While for Richie the Vergnügungssucht of the immediate post-war
years was no more than ‘an insane dance of forgetting, a dance of
despair’ (p. 323), Martin H. Geyer has placed it into the context of an
interesting analysis of the experience of inflation. He describes the
inflation that began during the war, and accelerated until 1924, as the
unrestrained monetarization of all social relations, expressed in the
mobility of house-ownership and the forced sale of long-owned cultural
goods. For Geyer, the unrestrained monetarization of all social relations
also explains the dissolution of old patterns of order, which he sees
expressed in the rapid rise of crime against property, and in the leisure-
time behaviour of young people who had openly and offensively
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rejected traditional morality. From this perspective, the author provides
stimulating interpretations of the culture of the period of inflation. His
explanation of the longing for leadership figures as the expression of a
‘search for social systems of order’, too, is plausible and well-documented
(p. 399). Methodologically, the aim of his work is to ‘link the everyday
language of politics and society’ (p. 26). Thus it is consistent for him to
begin with a social history of the inflation period. It is only the limitation
to a single city, Munich in this case, which permits the necessary
differentiation. The author argues, quite rightly, that without taking
into account the ‘contemporary debates about law and justice, luxury
and consumption’, a reconstruction of the experience of inflation among
various social groups can contribute little to an understanding of the
political development of the times. His analysis of the discourse of
usury with its anti-Semitic overtones exemplifies this. One method-
ological problem, however, is that the discourse analyses that mediate
between urban social and political history always tend to go beyond the
spatial limitation to Munich. None the less, this does not change the fact
that the analyses presented under the title Verkehrte Welt advance the
subject in terms of content, and should also stimulate urban history
methodologically.

Richie has little interest in such methodological questions, even
though her chapter on the Golden Twenties includes the area of popular
culture in some detail for the first time. Once again, cultural history is
merely juxtaposed with political history. In the sections devoted to
political history, Richie lists some of the problems faced by the Weimar
Republic. While mentioning the hostility of many intellectuals towards
the republic, she does not mention the connection with Berlin
(Heidegger!). The connection is established only when she takes recourse
to basic principles: men make history. This time it is Joseph Goebbels,
whose role in building up the Nazi Party is presented in detail. The lack
of analytic profundity of Faust’s Metropolis in this area, too, is pointed up
by a comparison with a lengthy study by Andreas Wirsching. In it, he
compares the development of political extremism in Berlin and Paris in
the period from the end of the First World War to the Nazi seizure of
power in the one case, and the outbreak of the Second World War in the
other. This is not urban history in the narrow sense: ‘Rather, general
phenomena which are typical of the period are analysed in a specific
and exemplary way, and are interpreted within the framework of
national developments’ (p. 4). This procedure involves a number of
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problems. To take just one example, the broad treatment of the
Komintern’s discussions of theory is not linked with the basic political
attitudes of the Berlin members of the German Communist Party
(KPD). None the less, the problems of delimitation which Wirsching
faces in his study are much less serious than those in Faust’s Metropolis.
This is because Wirsching’s book has a consistent theoretical concept
which gives his subject a clear profile. He interprets the extremist
movements which he investigates as totalitarian. Among the charac-
teristics which define such movements he identifies an ideology which
divides the world into friend and foe, and the use of political force.

Wirsching maintains his dual comparative perspective between
Berlin and Paris equally, but pays more attention to the Communist
movement than to the extreme right-wing parties and associations,
partly because he sees their development largely as a reaction to the
threat from the left. Thus Lenin’s adage that those who accept the class
struggle must also accept civil war, and the Russian Revolution of 1917
take precedence, not only in a chronological sense, although the author
is aware that the friend-foe thinking of the Freikorps fighters was directly
connected to their experience of the war, and that the völkisch anti-
Semitic ideology of the German right was already fully formed in the
First World War. Wirsching’s insistence on precisely this latter point is
the basis for his rejection of Ernst Nolte’s claim that the Gulag Archipelago
is connected with Auschwitz. Regardless of whether the reader wants
to endorse all of the author’s assessments, his dual comparison proves
to be extremely fruitful. Thus the metaphor of civil war, for example,
was rooted in a much more real background in Berlin than in Paris. In
the first half of 1919, more than 1,000 people in Berlin lost their lives in
violent clashes, and subsequently the number of violent incidents,
whether instigated by the left or the right, remained high. Yet despite
this difference, Paris also possessed a high potential for extremism.
Wirsching illuminates its social origins in systematic comparisons of
the cost of living, strikes, the extent of unemployment, and the severity
of the depression. If social developments were less critical in Paris than
in Berlin, the political culture of Paris also prevented French Communism
from being radicalized like German Communism. The PCF saw itself as
part of the French revolutionary tradition, and in the 1920s and 1930s it
was much more closely tied to the trade union movement and other
social movements than the Moscow-orientated KPD. The French labour
movement was also split, but the French socialists refused to enter
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coalitions with the bourgeois parties, something which was natural to
German Social Democracy. The thesis of social fascism, which dates
back to 1928, was thus more plausible in Germany, especially as in the
early years of the Weimar Republic the violence of the Freikorps and
militias had been sanctioned by the state. The author’s well-founded
conclusion is that ‘much more than the PCF in the Paris region, the
Berlin Communists formed a “contrasting world”, which especially
predisposed them towards ideologization and revolutionary
voluntarism’ (p. 144).

 The argument of this weighty book cannot be further summarized
here, but two limitations can be mentioned. First, the emphasis on the
reactive character of right-wing extremism perhaps pushes its original
ideological content too far into the background. Secondly, the source
material which Wirsching analyses permits him to make only qualified
statements about the political awareness of the members and sympath-
izers of the movements under investigation. When, for example, the
KPD in the early 1930s is described as resembling an omnibus ‘which
picked up more and more passengers, whose identities, however,
changed from stop to stop’, it is extremely difficult to speculate about
which aspects of party propaganda were attractive. Nevertheless, these
criticisms do not diminish the value of this stimulating book in any way.

In Richie’s account, the decline of the Weimar Republic appears
rather less complex, but she follows this with an informative outline of
the structure of the Nazi terror apparatus. The location of the events in
a specific city here, as in the description of Kristallnacht and the burning
of the books, provides the connection with Berlin, which moves to
centre stage in the discussion of the Berlin Olympics and Hitler’s
architectural ideas. The Second World War is treated in the following
chapter, but Richie is unable to convey its dynamic comprehensibly. It
appears exclusively as the product of Hitler’s mania. ‘Berlin’, she
writes, ‘was now at the centre of a world war, a conflict which she herself
had started’ (p. 504). The connection with Berlin is a little more convincing
when Richie points out that the Nazi policy of extermination, which she
describes graphically, was planned and directed from Berlin. However,
she soon completely loses sight of the city. Instead, she provides a
detailed outline of war-time diplomacy, adorned with countless episodes
from the lives of prominent Nazis. She vividly describes the Russian
occupation of Berlin, but her inability to delimit her subject is soon in
evidence again. Changes at the top in the Kremlin and life in the secret
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services during the Cold War are simply juxtaposed with Berlin’s
architectural development during the 1950s. Again and again, the
account degenerates into clichés: life in the eastern part of the city, it
seems, consisted exclusively of spying and being spied on; and the
protests of 1968 are seen not against the background of the repressive
climate of the 1950s and 1960s, but as the precursors of the terrorism of
the RAF. In any case, West Berlin seems to have been unattractive until
well into the 1980s. It was characterized by ‘a kind of dull provincialism
punctuated by a much hyped, but not very interesting sub-culture’ (p.
803) – a harsh judgement probably also prompted by the protests
against American armament policy which are repeatedly criticized.
Richie uses these protests in order to justify Western armament and
foreign policy of the 1980s on many pages. Thus the West Berlin
protesters obviously did not deserve reunification, and the same applies
to the people of East Berlin, whose voting behaviour after the fall of the
Wall Riche roundly condemns: ‘Once again, Berlin was displaying that
bizarre mixture of cynicism, self-interest, political naïveté and sheer
petulance which has, throughout its entire history, stood in the way of
clear-headed political decisions’ (p. 842). It therefore comes as something
of a surprise that, in the conclusion, the author endorses the choice of
Berlin as the seat of government.

It hardly needs to be said that this reviewer does not find Faust’s
Metropolis a good choice – not because of specific grotesque misrep-
resentations (for example, the Kulturkampf and the federal tradition) or
because large sections of it have been written without knowledge of the
most recent research. Given the temporal and thematic scope of the
work, this may be forgivable. More irritating is the lack of an analytical
approach, which is replaced by loose association and metaphors. Its
understanding of history as the actions of great men, and the extent of
national stereotyping give this book a decidedly old-fashioned feel. It
is difficult to believe that it goes back to an Oxford Ph.D. thesis,
especially as none of it seems to be based on original research. This work
is by no means typical of recent research on urban history. In any case,
it can only be marginally attributed to this genre because of its lack of
a clear focus. It is more symptomatic of what is demanded by the
‘general reader’, who is spared any intellectual effort by inadmissible
psychologizing and simplifying personalization, and whose appetite
for gossip from royal houses and Nazi bunkers is here richly satisfied.
It is unusual for this to take the form of an urban history. Two tendencies
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are more typical of recent developments in this field. First, social
historical structural analyses continue to demonstrate their worth; and
secondly, recognizable efforts are being made to expand into cultural
history, while there is a clear trend towards repoliticization. Moreover,
the fact that cities are being worked on comparatively can only be
beneficial to the historiography of cities and of urbanization.

FRIEDRICH LENGER is Professor of Modern History at the Justus
Liebig University in Giessen. He is the author of Werner Sombart 1863-
1941. Eine Biographie (1994), and is currently working on a book on the
Industrial Revolution and national unification in Germany, 1849-1871.


	Seiten aus bu2000_no1
	Lenger_Berlin,Berlin

