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THE GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE AT FORTY
ANDREAS GESTRICH

The German Historical Institute London was officially opened at a
ceremony on 4 November 1976. At the time, the Institute was accommodated in rooms at 26 Bloomsbury Square, and so the ceremony
was held at Senate House, University of London. The founding
Director was Paul Kluke, emeritus Professor of Contemporary
History at the University of Frankfurt. Since his Ph.D. on British
army policy before the First World War,1 Kluke had specialized in
British and Commonwealth history. On the British side, Geoffrey
Dickens, Director of the Institute of Historical Research and an eminent historian of the Reformation, had actively supported the founding of the Institute. Kluke and Dickens were both members of the
Association of British and German Historians that had been set up in
1968 on the initiative of Carl Haase, then Director of the State
Archives of Lower Saxony, and which, since then, had been working
towards setting up an Institute in London.
In Britain, many colleagues showed great openness towards the
founding of the Institute, and they were also interested in academic
cooperation. These British colleagues included many Jewish emigrants who were teaching history in Britain and now approached the
Fellows of the new Institute and offered support. The extent to which
Britain’s membership of the European Economic Community but
also Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik contributed to the willingness of British
historians to work with German colleagues and institutions is reflected in Dickens’s opening address. For Dickens, fighting against Germany in the Second World War was a formative experience. Having
served as a captain in AA Command in the Royal Artillery and then,
after 1945, as a brigade intelligence officer and press officer in
Lübeck, he perceived the opening of a German Historical Institute in
Britain as a ‘symbol of that deepening trust and friendship which
during these last thirty years has grown up between our two nations.
Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).

Paul Kluke, Heeresaufbau und Heerespolitik Englands: Vom Burenkrieg bis zum
Weltkrieg (Munich, 1932).
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This friendship threatens nobody and it has grown within the context
of an ardent desire for world peace and for a Europe which should
truly accept the brotherhood of peoples and renounce the whole spirit of conquest.’2 The members of the new Institute were very lucky to
be greeted by their British colleagues in exactly this new spirit of
friendship and cooperation. So the Institute was immediately able to
present itself not only as a centre of German research on British history, but also as a platform for intensive and exciting academic
exchange.
Dickens added, however, that in future the Institute would have
to look beyond bilateral relations. Its academic perspective should be
European, he suggested, and contribute to undermining the Cold
War: ‘Likewise this new institute has been conceived in genuine
scholarly exchanges, and mutual regard: not in any spirit of nationalist propaganda. It clearly seeks to display the intellectual benefits
which we can give to one another, and indeed give to all men of good
will and with enthusiasm for learning. Let us now look forward to
that even happier day when this institute will also be readily used in
a relaxed atmosphere by Russian and Polish visitors and, of course,
by those coming from the German Democratic Republic. Any situation narrower than this would not satisfy our sort of idealism. The
fraternity of scholarship cannot be limited to members of the European Economic Community.’3 At that time, nobody could know that
in just over ten years time, the Berlin Wall would fall, that as early as
1993 a German Historical Institute would open in Warsaw, and that
it would be followed in 2005 by one in Moscow—all this was as
unpredictable as that in 2016 a majority of the British people would
vote to leave the European Union.
From the start, the Institute took Dickens’s exhortation to adopt a
European perspective on the history of Britain and Anglo-German
relations seriously, and it has always been open to academic
exchange across all borders. Countless conferences, research projects,
and publications have been devoted to international comparisons. At
the same time, the Institute’s research perspectives from the outset
went beyond European contexts, and from the start, the Institute had
the British Empire and Commonwealth, as well as the processes of
2
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Geoffrey Dickens, ‘The Other Miracle’, Latest from Germany, 42 (1976), 2.
Ibid. 2–3.
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decolonization and also globalization in its sights. This part of the
Institute’s work has been systematically expanded over the past
decade with collaborative research projects on India, the opening of
a branch office in Delhi, and exciting projects on African and global
history.
So where does the Institute stand on its fortieth anniversary? It
can certainly be proud of its achievments as a research institute and
as an intermediary institution between German and British academia, supporting hundreds of young scholars from both countries and
hosting high-profile academic events. The Institute’s various series
have published more than eighty monographs and a similar number
of conference proceedings. To this we can add countless other monographs, edited volumes, and essays written by the Institute’s Fellows
and scholarship-holders. Many of the Institute’s publications and
conferences have boosted research in Britain and Germany in important ways. Most of its former Fellows hold professorships or other
academic posts in Germany, Britain, or the USA.
But it would be wrong to rest on our laurels. In this anniversary
year, we look both backwards and forwards. We have therefore asked
two long-standing members of the Institute, Professor Peter Alter and
Professor Lothar Kettenacker, who were there at the founding of the
Institute in 1976 and, in their function as deputy directors, helped to
influence the Institute’s development, to look back at the start-up
period and share with us their visions for the Institute’s future. We
have also asked Professor Richard Bessel, who for many years served
as a member of the Institute’s Academic Advisory Board, and
Professor Andreas Fahrmeir, also a long-standing Board member and
its current Chairman, to give us their assessments of the Institute’s
significance for British research on German history, and German
research on British history respectively. These contributions are published here as a small, anniversary addition to the current Bulletin.
In our own view, where do the challenges for the future lie? We
cannot yet tell what impact Brexit will have on the Institute administratively (residence permits, work permits, taxes, and so on), and as
far as research is concerned, the situation is similarly unclear. Will
Britain be able to ‘buy in’ to the European Research Area and the various European programmes for funding research? Or will it look to,
and hope for, more global collaborations beyond Europe? The voices
that we hear in British academia are as divided as they are in busi5
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ness. But at European level, Brexit will presumably result in more
limited bilateral or multilateral cooperations with Britain assuming
greater importance again. The GHIL’s significance as a platform for
exchange in the humanities in post-Brexit Britain will certainly not
decline. On the contrary, in this context of growing bilateral collaborations, it is, therefore, most likely to increase, and in any case, the
GHIL will in future remain firmly committed to its role as an intermediary institution.
Even though the Institute has a wide research agenda reaching
from the Middle Ages to the present day, Brexit will certainly make
us all revisit several areas of British and European history and
engage with new topics and historical interpretations. The Institute’s
Special Research Areas as well as the new International Centre of
Advanced Studies ‘Metamorphoses of the Political’ in Delhi, of
which we are founding partners, will continue to contribute relevant
research not only to our understanding of these recent events, but
also to British history in general in a wider European and global context. In our endeavour to contribute cutting-edge research we will
continue to cooperate with partners in Britain, Germany and worldwide in the spirit of Geoffrey Dickens’s ‘in genuine scholarly exchanges, and mutual regard: not in any spirit of nationalist propaganda’, but ‘with enthusiasm for learning’.
We are deeply grateful to all our British, German, and international colleagues who have supported us and our work over the past
four decades. It is the lively academic and personal exchange with
them that makes working at the Institute so exciting and rewarding
and also gives younger scholars in particular a unique opportunity to
strengthen their international networks. And, finally, we are grateful
to the Max Weber Stiftung and the German Ministry of Education
and Research for not only granting the Institute complete academic
independence, but also providing us with the administrative and
financial framework without which we could not do the work we are
doing, let alone realize our visions for the future.

ANDREAS GESTRICH is the current Director of the German Historical Institute London.
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INTERVIEW WITH
LOTHAR KETTENACKER AND PETER ALTER,
FORMER DEPUTY DIRECTORS OF THE
GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE LONDON
Professor Andreas Gestrich (G): Gentlemen, thank you for your willingness to tell us about the beginnings of the German Historical
Institute London from your point of view as former Deputy Directors.
There was a long run-up to the official opening of the GHIL on 4
November 1976. Lothar Kettenacker, what can you tell us about this?

Professor Lothar Kettenacker (K): The idea of establishing a German
Historical Institute goes back to Carl Haase, then Director of the State
Archives of Lower Saxony. His initiative resulted first in the founding of the Association of British and German Historians (BritischDeutscher Historikerkreis, BDHK) which, funded by the Volkswagen
Foundation, organized conferences and granted scholarships for
Ph.D. students as well as one for a post-doc, who turned out to be me.
My project was to study the British government’s wartime planning
for post-Second World War Germany. In January 1972 the BDHK set
up a small office in Chancery Lane, close to the Public Record Office,
which was also in Chancery Lane at that time. That was the nucleus
of what later became the GHIL. The first Research Fellow apart from
me was Wilhelm Lenz from the Hanover State Archives, who was
compiling sources on Anglo-German history in British archives since
1500.

G: And what preparations did you make for establishing an institute
in London?

K: Essentially, our preparations consisted of organizing conferences
and finding suitable accommodation. Once the German Federal Budget of 1975 provided funds for the BDHK as the association sponsoring the new Institute, the office moved into two floors of 26 BloomsThe interview was held at the German Historical Institute London on 8 July
2016. Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL). A German version is published in Weltweit vor Ort: Das Magazin der Max Weber Stiftung, 02/16.
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bury Square. No doubt, Bloomsbury Square was the best possible
location for such an institute, but from the point of view of space, this
modest accommodation could not provide an adequate home for the
Institute in the long run.

G: The establishment of the Institute in London had been preceded
by the founding of German Historical Institutes in Paris and Rome,
which could have served as models. But in London things took a different course. The legal structure and the research focus of the
London Institute differed clearly from those in the Paris and Rome
Institutes.

K: This was mainly due to the Verein which had been formed, a body
consisting of German and British historians and archivists, and a
British librarian as well. As the official recipient of funds from the
West German Federal Ministry of Research, the Verein ran the Institute. In other words, it supplied the Institute’s constitutional famework from the start. But this also suited the Ministry of Research,
which at that time did not wish to create additional civil service positions (like those in the other institutes). What the Ministry had in
mind was the legal constitution of an association, along the lines of
the Max Planck Society.

G: Did the fact that the Institute was not a department of the West
German Federal Government but a private foundation funded by the
government make it easier for British historians to get involved?

K: Yes, you can certainly say that. Even if some British historians
were not fully aware of all the subtleties of the Institute’s governance,
they knew that politically and academically it was completely independent. That stood the Institute in good stead in terms of its reception in the host country, especially at the beginning.

G: Peter Alter, you arrived at the newly founded Institute in 1976. In
the meantime, Britain had joined the EEC. As you saw it, what expectations did British academics have of the Institute?

Professor Peter Alter (A): For British expectations and the role of the
Institute in the 1970s we must first look at the general situation. The
8
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Institute opened soon after the oil crisis. The years 1976 to 1978 were
hard ones in Britain; we just have to think back to the ‘winter of discontent’. Inflation was rampant and things were pretty chaotic. I
remember that during the winter months we sat in our offices with
candles on our desks because the electricity kept going off. Outside,
the pavements were covered in garbage bags—it was an extremely
difficult situation. For the Research Fellows who came over at that
time, Britain was still very foreign. Some had trouble getting used to
conditions here.
For our English colleagues, everyday life was not easy either in
those years. Nonetheless, many took a genuine interest in the new
Institute. A number of well-known historians quickly established
contact with us: James Joll, Geoffrey Dickens, Richard Evans, John
Röhl, Paul Kennedy, and Volker Berghahn were among them, as
were Tony Nicholls, David Blackbourn, Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, Ian Kershaw, and William Carr. I should also like to mention
the German immigrants of the 1930s who taught and researched history here, such as, for example, Francis Carsten, Charlotte Jolles, and
Arnold Paucker. They approached the Institute immediately, and
encouraged us in many respects. They also made sure that the
Research Fellows were integrated into the local academic community.
G: Can you give some specific examples of this?

A: About every four weeks, the Carstens gave a dinner, when they
had visitors from abroad. When they were expecting guests, they
always invited members of the Institute too. That went on until
Francis’s wife, Ruth, died in the early 1990s. Arnold and Pauline
Paucker, too, with their many interests, always tried to bring people
into contact with each other. And Charlotte Jolles took a very great
interest in modern German history. She, too, was very hospitable.
Sometimes three or four of us visited her, she would prepare some
dinner, and we would talk about all sorts of things. That was very
helpful in this early phase of the Institute’s existence, especially for
the young Research Fellows who came over here.

G: Norbert Elias was a regular guest at the Carstens’ home, as they
were close friends. Do you remember their meetings?
9
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A: No, I never met Norbert Elias. I only knew that he and Francis
Carsten had been friends before their emigration. Curiously, many
emigrants who were or became historians, later lived in Hampstead.
Nicolai Rubinstein and Francis Carsten were neighbours; they had
gone to the same secondary school in Berlin, and then they met again
in London.

G: In the early years of its existence, the Institute moved several
times, until in 1982 it was able to move into its current building at 17
Bloomsbury Square. How important for the Institute and its staff was
this central location, lying between University College London,
Birkbeck, the LSE, King’s College London, and the British Library?

A: No other location was possible for the Institute; it had to be in this
area of the capital. No other area was ever discussed, as far as I
remember. When the staff saw this building for the first time, we
were very impressed by its size. The official opening was held in
1982, in the presence of the Duke of Gloucester, a cousin of the
Queen. Half an hour before the beginning of the event, he drove up
on a motorcycle, dressed in full leathers, and got changed in an office.
We liked his nonchalance very much.

K: This area was chosen for two reasons. First, the aim was to have
enough space for the Institute in the long term. The Library, in particular, was growing and needed more room. Secondly, we wanted
to attract students and lecturers, and so only this central location
came into question. Geoffrey Dickens, Foreign Secretary of the British
Academy and one of the Institute’s most influential founding fathers,
repeatedly pointed this out.

G: The GHIL Library, with German history as the focus of its collection, provides a service for British historians of Germany. Lothar
Kettenacker, how was this decision made?

K: We German historians at the Institute were primarily interested in
researching the history of the British Isles. But in the long term, the
Institute could only succeed if it also catered for the interests of the
British academic community. At that time, European history was
becoming popular at British universities, and a library of German
10

INTERVIEW

history was a great attraction, especially as the British Library could
longer afford to buy German historical literature comprehensively, as
it had done before 1914. If we had not provided this service, the
Institute would have remained an ivory tower of German research
for ever.

A: We must, of course, also take into account that even then, in the
1970s, there were more British historians interested in German history than German historians interested in British history. It therefore
made sense to establish an Institute in London. The concentration of
universities in London, Oxford, Cambridge etc. plus the existence of
research institutes was unique. The service offered by the Institute
included hosting conferences at which German and British historians
could meet more often. Many knew of each other only through publications; now they could see each other in person at a conference or
lecture organized by the Institute.

G: Your time as deputy directors also covers the Institute’s transition
to a new legal structure. Initially, the German Historical Institutes in
Washington and Warsaw joined the Verein which ran the London
Institute. Finally, in 2002, all the German Historical Institutes were
transferred to the care of a new Foundation, German Humanities
Institutes Abroad (Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im
Ausland), now the Max Weber Foundation. What impact did this
have on the Institute?

K: All this happened in the background, out of necessity, because in
many respects, especially as far as the administration was concerned,
the Verein proved to be unequal to the new challenges of running the
institute. The transition began in London, where the inadequacies of
the old legal structure were all too obvious, but had a greater effect
on the institutes in Paris and Rome, which had been much more
closely tied to the Ministry. For us in London, the Foundation merely meant a consolidation of legal and administrative structures. The
change was not based on larger academic considerations.

G: The GHIL was founded at a time when Britain had just joined the
EEC. It was very clearly a West German establishment. Did the work
of the Institute change from 1989 as a result of reunification?
11
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K: I don’t think that British historians ever perceived the Institute as
a West German institution in the narrow sense. Their interest in
Imperial Germany, the Weimar Republic, and the Third Reich related to the whole of Germany. In Britain, however, German reunification brought a short-lived increase in interest in the German nationstate based on latent anxieties relating to the question: has the
wretched Bismarck empire reawakened? The British media, of
course, approached us frequently at this time, but more important
than what we could say were the views of British historians—I am
thinking especially of Paul Kennedy—who could reassure the British
public that they had nothing to fear from this reunified Germany.

A: Personally—I worked at the Institute until 1994—I did not see
reunification as a dramatic turning point. What changed was that
while we had many visitors, we suddenly also received visits from
students and historians from the former GDR. But this was not perceived as anything sensational. They were just visitors, like those
from the USA or Canada. There was a generous programme of scholarships, which gave us contact with young historians from the former GDR. This was nothing dramatic, but it was a new experience for
us.

G: If you look back over the history of the GHIL, Peter Alter, what do
you see as its greatest achievements as a mediator between German
and British historiography?

A: Well, I am not a judge. As a participant observer, I would say that
the Institute’s main function was and is to provide a meeting place. It
has always been highly successful in doing this in various ways:
through lectures and conferences, or simply by giving people the
chance to run into colleagues and students in the Common Room or
the Library. Research Fellows often taught at universities in and
around London, fostering the interest of British students in German
history. I think that is very important. I have some doubts about the
GHIL’s publications because I have a feeling that academic publications, in general, address a very small audience. And German-language books on British history are not much noticed by Anglophone
historians. In the early years of the Institute, cooperation with
German emigrants was very important. We early had a close rela12
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tionship with the Leo Baeck Institute and the Wiener Library, whose
users then also sought out the Institute. I found this chance for reconciliation extremely satisfying in the Institute’s early days. I think
the Institute was very successful in this area.

G: Lothar Kettenacker, how would you like to see the Institute develop in future?

K: From the start, the Institute fostered bilateral exchange. Wolfgang
Mommsen as Director had already wanted to liberate himself from
this approach in the concepts of the conferences he organized, and to
a large extent he succeeded. In my opinion, in the long term, this
bilateral axis will no longer be enough to justify the Institute’s existence. The Institute must go beyond this phase of reconciliation,
something that can now be taken for granted. After the surprising
result of the recent referendum, it is certainly appropriate for the
Institute to continue promoting awareness of the significance of
Europe. It is really about seeing Europe as a whole. In academic
terms, this can be achieved by contributing to comparative political
or social and cultural history. The Institute should perhaps do more
to ensure that the awareness of Europe that is certainly present in the
younger generation reaches the media and the public. The debate
about Brexit has shown how much influence the popular press in
particular has in this country (as it did, incidentally, before 1914).
This has to be countered. How, in what way, I cannot say; that will
require detailed consideration, also in view of the oppressive aspects
of a modern media democracy. This is where I see the Institute’s
future tasks.

A: I would start with a historical argument. In the nineteenth century, basically until 1914, Germany was considered to be the country of
science and scholarship. The fact that Britain today again sees
Germany as a country of science and learning, including historiography, is certainly among the Institute’s achievements. I find it difficult,
however, to say how this should be developed in future. Although
they will always be a core component of the Institute’s work, bilateral relations can no longer be pursued as closely as before—here I definitely agree with Lothar Kettenacker. The much vaunted comparative perspective should, really, drive all historical work, and this is
13

FORTY YEARS OF THE GHIL

already happening. What ‘European’ means is difficult to define.
What is European historiography? How can one be a European historian? One always starts out from one’s own perspective, including
the national. To expand this is difficult, although one should always
try.

K: The European Union should not be reduced to the increasingly
disputed model of the USA. Europe should be perceived as an area
of historical experience which, in the long term, will lead to a common understanding. This need not be based on a theoretical
construct of Europe, but can simply draw on the investigation of
various phenomena, such as, for example, industrialization. Mommsen had already attempted to demonstrate this by a comparative
study of the welfare state. Another example could be the relationship
between state and church in various countries, and now the problem
of Muslims from different countries in Britain, France, and Germany.
We should help to establish something like a European public by
developing a European historical consciousness.

A: I could put this even more simply. In the everyday life of someone
who lives in Cologne, cities such as Amsterdam, Brussels, London,
and Paris are just as important as Berlin, perhaps even more important, because they are simply so close. If that is so in everyday life,
then as a historian I have to keep this in mind and work accordingly.
This means that national boundaries and spaces of reference are outdated. As a historian, therefore, one should try to reflect these facts in
one’s own work, even if it is sometimes difficult.

G: That is precisely what the Institute it trying to achieve today with
its many multilateral projects and activities. Peter Alter, Lothar
Kettenacker, many thanks for speaking with me.

14

THE GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE LONDON
AND BRITISH RESEARCH ON GERMAN HISTORY
RICHARD BESSEL

In 1998 the then Director of the German Historical Institute London,
Peter Wende, described Francis Carsten, who died in June of that
year, as ‘the doyen of British historians working on Germany’.1
Carsten, whose photograph can be found (along with some of the
books he donated to the Institute) in a glass cabinet in its Library, had
been one of the founding fathers of the London Institute when it was
established in 1975 under its first Director, Paul Kluke. Peter Wende’s
description was fitting in so many respects: like many ‘British historians working on Germany’, Francis Carsten was born outside of
Britain (in his case, in Berlin); his work, from his earlier publications
on early modern Prussia to his later books on twentieth-century
Germany, challenged orthodoxies then prevailing among historians
in Germany and made a substantial impact on our understanding of
German history; and he became a stalwart supporter and beneficiary
of the German Historical Institute, then located on Russell Square.
The example of Francis Carsten is illustrative of the relationship
of the London Institute with historians in the United Kingdom and
Ireland. Many ‘British historians working on Germany’, like Francis
Carsten, have come from outside the British Isles—including, the
current Regius Professors of History at both Oxford and Cambridge,
Lyndal Roper and Christopher Clark respectively, both of whom
serve as members of the Beirat of the London Institute. Other British
historians of Germany, who challenged the then accepted ways in
which the history of Germany was understood—one thinks of David
Blackbourn and Geoff Eley (both now in the United States)—found a
ready platform at the London Institute. For decades, new approaches to German history were developed in the United Kingdom, and
the German Historical Institute London has offered a powerful
forum and catalyst for these approaches.
1 Peter Wende, ‘Francis L. Carsten, 1911–1998’, German Historical Institute
London Bulletin, 22/2 (Nov. 1998), 124.
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The late 1970s and early 1980s were a turning point. This resulted
from the fortunate and productive juxtaposition of the coming of
(academic) age of a (then) young generation of historians of Germany, born after the Second World War and having profited from
the expansion of the British university system in the 1960s, and the
arrival at the recently established London Institute of Wolfgang
Mommsen as its Director. Mommsen put the Institute on the map in
an emphatic manner. He brought to London young German historians keen to challenge accepted approaches and to make common
cause with colleagues in Britain, and who later became prominent
figures in German history departments. And he sponsored events
that proved to be historiographical milestones. One such was the
conference on the ‘Social History of the Reformation’ held in London
in May 1978. In his report on the conference, Thomas Brady began by
observing that ‘not so long ago the idea of an Anglo-German conference on the social history of the Reformation would have been
thought a pipe-dream’.2 Advised by the former Director of the
Institute of Historical Research in London A. G. Dickens, and bringing together British, German, American, Irish, Swiss, and Austrian
participants, Mommsen seized the opportunity to shape new understandings of early modern Germany.
A year later the London Institute organized the famous Cumberland Lodge conference on the ‘Structure and Politics of the Third
Reich’.3 The sharp debates at that time, with Tim Mason (the author
of the terms ‘structuralist’ and ‘intentionalist’ that surfaced at the
conference) and Hans Mommsen on one side and Karl-Dietrich
Bracher and Klaus Hildebrandt on the other, framed discussion of
the National Socialist dictatorship for years.4 Some three decades
2 Thomas A. Brady, Jr., ‘ “Social History of the Reformation”, “Sozialgeschichte der Reformation”: A Conference at the Deutsches Historisches
Institut London, May 25–27, 1978’, Sixteenth Century Journal, 10/1 (Spring
1979), 89–92, at 89.
3 See the book that resulted from the conference: Gerhard Hirschfeld and
Lothar Kettenacker (eds.), Der ‘Führerstaat’. Mythos und Realität: Studien zur
Struktur und Politik des Dritten Reiches = The ‘Führer State’. Myth and Reality:
Studies on the Structure and Politics of the Third Reich (Stuttgart, 1981).
4 See Richard Bessel, ‘Functionalists versus Intentionalists: The Debate
Twenty Years On or Whatever Happened to Functionalism and Intentionalism?’, German Studies Review, 26/1 (2003), 15–20.
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later the discussion was taken up anew, when the Institute held its
conference on ‘German Society in the Nazi Era’, at which some veterans of 1979 (including Jane Caplan and Ian Kershaw) were present
and which took up current debates on the meanings of the Volksgemeinschaft for understanding the ‘Third Reich’.5 By 2010 the historiographical landscape had shifted, away from the more class-based and
structural interpretations that had held sway in 1979 towards a more
cultural focus and one that put the murder of Europe’s Jewish population at its centre. What had not shifted, however, was the importance of events organized by the German Historical Institute London.
The importance of the London Institute for British colleagues has
not been limited to facilitating links among established scholars and
offering opportunities for British colleagues (including this author) to
organize conferences drawing participants from across Europe and
indeed from around the world. From Wolfgang Mommsen’s participation in the conferences on German social history organized by
Richard Evans at the University of East Anglia in the late 1970s to
more recent programmes designed to help aspiring young scholars,
the Institute has played a vital role in promoting the research of
younger colleagues. The Institute’s Postgraduate Students Conferences give postgraduate research students in the UK and Ireland
working on German history an opportunity to present their work-inprogress, and to discuss it with other students working in the same
or similar fields—a programme that is now entering its third decade.
For medievalists, the Institute joined with its sister institution in
Washington beginning in 2005 to bring together British, American.
and German Ph.D. students and recent Ph.D. recipients. The
Institute’s annual Workshops in Early Modern German History,
organized with the UK’s German History Society, have an even
longer history: starting in 2002, they have established themselves as
the principal forum for cross-disciplinary discussion of new research
on early modern German-speaking Central Europe.
Since the beginning of the new millennium, the Institute’s activities have extended ever more beyond the UK and Germany, offering
historians working in the British Isles increased opportunities to
develop transnational perspectives. During his term as the Institute’s
5 See Martina Steber and Bernhard Gotto (eds.), Visions of Community in Nazi
Germany: Social Engineering and Private Lives (Oxford, 2014).
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Director, Hagen Schulze gave its activities an increasingly panEuropean focus, perhaps best characterized by another milestone
conference at Cumberland Lodge, on ‘European Lieux de Mémoire’
held in 2002. In more recent years, and particularly since the arrival
of its current Director, Andreas Gestrich, in 2006, the London
Institute has extended the scope of its activities far beyond Europe.
Transnational approaches are now all the rage, and the Institute sees
the history of the British Empire and Commonwealth, colonialism
and the colonies, as a central research focus, and recently has stretched its institutional reach to India. Not only has the Institute become a
magnet for German scholars working in this area and profiting from
access to the archival resources available in and around London and
collaboration with British colleagues; it has also become a forum for
British scholars whose interests extend far beyond German history.
Many of the subjects of conferences organized by the Institute in
recent years reveal this broader, global focus, from the 2006 conference on ‘Removing Peoples: Forced Migration in the Modern World’
to the more recent gathering on ‘Remembering (Post)Colonial Violence: Silence, Suffering, and Reconciliation’ held in 2014.
Today, half a century after its establishment, the German Historical Institute London remains a vital resource for historians of Germany working in the UK and Ireland, and a vital link with German
colleagues—in order to explore the history not just of German-speaking Europe but, increasingly, of the world.

RICHARD BESSEL is Professor Emeritus of Twentieth Century History at the University of York and was for many years a member of
the GHIL’s Academic Advisory Board.
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THE GERMAN HISTORICAL INSTITUTE LONDON
AND GERMAN RESEARCH ON BRITISH HISTORY
ANDREAS FAHRMEIR

It is obvious, of course, that this attempt to describe relations between the German Historical Institute London and German research
on British history is highly subjective. Given that the GHIL has produced more than a hundred volumes in its various series, and taking
into account all the reviews and articles that have appeared in the
GHIL Bulletin and the numerous books which its Research Fellows
have published elsewhere, rather more differentiation (and a great
deal of research) would be required to present a definitive picture.
And given the GHIL’s long-standing and close relations with other
German historical area studies which relate to Britain or the British
Empire (whether organizations such as the German Association for
the Study of British History and Politics (ADEF), the Centre for
British Studies at the Humboldt University in Berlin, and the Prince
Albert Society, or university history departments in Germany, where
much work on Britain has been and is still being done) it is no easy
task always to differentiate the GHIL’s role precisely from that of
other individual or collective actors. Finally, and this is the most
important limitation, any brief, broad-brush sketch will not do the
GHIL justice because it must, in part, suppress what is most valuable
about the Institute, namely, that it allows individuals to undertake
research distinguished by its originality and distance from dominant
trends. In this narrative, this means, for example, that studies of
Empire, which, over the last forty years have gone in very different
directions and thus cannot easily be subsumed under one of the
Institute’s programmes, are not visible enough.
If we look at the research primarily on British history undertaken
at the Institute or published by it, and take these limitations into
account, then two main areas of interest emerge. The first one is, fairly obviously, Britain’s international relations with Germany, which is
therefore almost equally divided between the GHIL’s contribution to
research on Germany and on Britain. The main emphasis has been,
Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).
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again unsurprisingly, on the most intense conflicts, that is, the First
and Second World Wars, the run-up to each, post-war planning, and
the occupation periods in both cases. In addition, research has been
done on Britain’s relations with the world of German states before
unification in 1871, in particular, the edition of reports by British
envoys to the German states in the nineteenth century, and on
English foreign policy in the Middle Ages. Beyond this, the GHIL has
always been a place for reflecting on the state of the history of international relations in general. It has held conferences on new methodological and theoretical approaches to the history of international
entanglements and on the everyday practices of diplomacy. And it
has produced pioneering publications on political aspects of the cultural history of foreign policy.
The second main area of interest which, it is my impression, covers much of the work produced at the GHIL, is an offspring of the
Sonderweg debate. The main issue here is not the diplomatic, military,
or mass media origins or causes of conflict and cooperation between
Britain and Germany. Rather, work in this area has looked at the specific qualities of British and German political structures, ideas of the
state and constitutions, systems of social security (and social control),
social organization, ideas of nation, ways of organizing and encouraging research, and more strongly in recent times, forms of cultural
understanding and self-confidence that in Germany made the political catastrophe of National Socialism possible, while in Britain they
strengthened resistance to totalitarian challenges. Many of the studies produced at the GHIL, and under its influence, have drawn direct
comparisons. Others have contrasted research findings based primarily on a German or continental European example with a British perspective, for example, on criminality, poverty, and deviance, on the
development of political programmes and semantics (especially in
relation to national movements and the staging and legitimization of
rule), or the constitution of social groups such as the aristocracy and
the middle classes, along with their role in politics.
In both areas, the research undertaken at the GHIL reflects wider
movements in the field, for example, in questioning what has long
been considered established about the ‘Anglo-German antagonism’
at sea, or in the press before 1914; in the transition from social history to more cultural history approaches; in the ever increasing openness towards comparisons that go beyond Europe (not least the spe20
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silences opposing options. For example, the dream of a Third Way, of
a democratically revived GDR, which was once widespread amongst
the West German left and the GDR opposition is barely remembered.
The revolutionary upheaval of 1989–90 has not established itself as a
site of memory that represents people’s hopes for a democratic form
of socialism that could reconcile capitalism with the benefits of the
GDR’s planned economy. Instead, it represents, in present public
memory, a movement for national freedom and unity that culminated in the end of the forty-year division of Germany. Public memory
is dominated by a narrative that sees the opening of the border on 9
November 1989 from the point of view of German unification on 3
October 1990.15 From a perspective that interprets the peaceful revolution as a linear chain of events that led from freedom to unity,16
contemporary ideas and scenarios of a socialist and democratic GDR
are marginalized and seen as the weird fantasies of outsiders who
had lost all contact with the people and political options in the given
situation.
However, this is a retrospective distortion of what really happened. Contemporary accounts teach us just how strongly the idea of
unity of 3 October 1990 overshadowed the hope for freedom of 9
November 1989. In the autumn of 1989, many observers of the radical changes in East Germany and the mood of rebellion they unleashed were quite understandably convinced that the overall consensus
among the people of the GDR was in favour of turning their country

15 Gerhard A. Ritter, Wir sind das Volk! Wir sind ein Volk! Geschichte der deutschen Einigung (Munich, 2009), stands for an interpretation that sees the
peaceful revolution primarily from the point of view of German unification.
16 One example among many: ‘Für die Deutschen ist sie schon deshalb etwas
Einzigartiges, da es die erste Revolution war, die erfolgreich die Ideen von
Freiheit und Nation miteinander verband. Unmittelbar und ohne Umwege
ging aus ihr die Bundesrepublik als ein geeinter Nationalstaat hervor. Schon
deswegen ist sie “unsere Revolution”. Aber auch weil sie sich im Zusammenhandeln und –wirken von West und Ost vollzog und vollendete.’ (For
the Germans it was unique because it was the first revolution that successfully linked the idea of freedom with that of nation. The Federal Republic
emerged from it as a unified nation-state directly, without detours. For that
reason alone it is ‘our revolution’. But also because it took place and was
completed as a result of East and West acting and working together.) Ehrhart
Neubert, Unsere Revolution: Die Geschichte der Jahre 1989/90 (Munich, 2008),
13.
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into a ‘socialist-inspired alternative to the consumer society of the
FRG’,17 one that tried to leave behind both Stalinism and Thatcherism.18 This interpretation dovetails with numerous statements published by opposition groups founded around 1989: ‘It is not about
reforms that do away with socialism, but about reforms that will continue to make it possible in this country’, declared an artists’ resolution of 18 September 1989, revealing what the majority of the political
opposition was thinking and hoping for during the SED regime’s final
crisis.19 ‘No one ever demanded the end of socialism, no one ever
thought of the end of socialism.’20 Even if individual opposition
groups were pursuing very different ideas of a Third Way, there can
be no doubt that the movement was generally oriented towards ‘an
alternative socialism’, not ‘an alternative to socialism’.21

17 This is Hubertus Knabe’s view of the common viewpoint taken by the texts

critical of the regime that he edited in an anthology published in Dec. 1989.
Hubertus Knabe, ‘Die deutsche Oktoberrevolution’, in id. (ed.), Aufbruch in
eine andere DDR: Reformer und Oppositionelle zur Zukunft ihres Landes
(Reinbek, 1989), 9–20, at 19.
18 ‘In East Germany, New Forum and other groups are beginning to polarise
along new lines. Some seek to influence the reform wing of the ruling
Communist Party in a more social democratic direction. Others want to fight
for a distinctive third camp, socialism based on new forms of popular democratic planning, and on social and co-operative ownership—equally
opposed to Stalinism and East European-style neo-Thatcherism.’ John
Palmer, ‘Eastern Bloc in Search of a Third Way’, Guardian, 22 Nov. 1989, 23.
19 Quoted from Christoph Geisel, Auf der Suche nach einem dritten Weg: Das
politische Selbstverständnis der DDR-Opposition in den achtziger Jahren (Berlin,
2005), 68–9.
20 Frank Eigenfeld, ‘Bürgerrechtsbewegungen 1988–1990 in der DDR’, in
Andrea Pabst, Catharina Schultheiß, and Peter Bohley (eds.), Wir sind das
Volk? Ostdeutsche Bürgerrechtsbewegungen und die Wende (Tübingen, 2001),
65–78, at 68.
21 Sung-Wan Choi, Von der Dissidenz zur Opposition: Die politisch alternativen
Gruppen in der DDR von 1978 bis 1989 (Cologne, 1999), 116. As an example of
the research literature that cites a great deal of empirical evidence to demonstrate that the socialist opposition’s goals were teleologically watered down
see also Dirk Rochtus, Zwischen Realität und Utopie: Das Konzept des ‘dritten
Weges’ in der DDR 1989/90 (Leipzig, 1999), 201 ff.; Geisel, Auf der Suche nach
einem dritten Weg, 55 ff.; Thomas Klein, ‘Frieden und Gerechtigkeit!’: Die Politisierung der Unabhängigen Friedensbewegung in Ost-Berlin während der 80er Jahre
(Cologne, 2007), 512 ff.
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How incompatible this idea of a Third Way was with the aims and
interests of the protesting masses became clear in the first weeks after
the fall of the Berlin Wall when the number of GDR citizens in favour
of ‘a path towards a better, reformed socialism’ dropped from 86 per
cent to 56 per cent of the population, while those in favour of unification rose from 48 per cent to 79 per cent within only four months.22 At
the same time, the leading opposition group Neues Forum proclaimed as its goal ‘that something like a GDR identity should emerge
which, after forty years of decrees from above, might now have the
opportunity to grow from below’.23 In the period that followed the
hope for an improved form of socialism in the GDR became the irrelevant opinion of a tiny minority that did not play any significant part
in the first free elections for the People’s Chamber on 18 March 1990.
At the same time, the ever louder calls for unity in East Germany
started to put pressure on politicians not only in Bonn and Berlin, but
also in Moscow, London, and Paris, who had been hesitant so far.
It is true that the power of teleological narratives and the challenging task facing historians of dealing with contingency have given
German unification some features of a myth of contemporary history. To some degree this relativizes the initial proposition that Germany is a largely myth-free zone. Yet there is no doubt that the efficacy of this myth can hardly be compared with other national myths
of unity, such as the Italian Risorgimento or the Polish rebirth of
1918, at least not yet, and it has nowhere near the status of the unification of the German empire in 1870–1. But the question is why?
Challenges of Unification

A first and fairly obvious reason for the low appeal of any mythological account of German unity is, of course, that over the past quarter of a century political unity has not led to any real, heartfelt unity
in society. To the present day, the project of unification has proved to
be a political rather than a societal success story, and the controverPeter Förster and Günter Roski, DDR zwischen Wende und Wahl: Meinungsforscher analysieren den Umbruch (Berlin, 1990), 53, 56.
23 Mitteilungsblatt des Neuen Forum, no. 5, 14 Nov. 1989, quoted from Geisel,
Auf der Suche nach einem dritten Weg, 148.
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sial Day of German Unity on 3 October is seen more as a holiday
when the state celebrates itself than one celebrated by the people, as
recent surveys have unanimously shown.24 In particular, the often
traumatic experiences resulting from biographical breaks caused by
the transition have barely penetrated public consciousness. It took
twenty years for the self-proclaimed Third Generation East, a group
of people who were children or teenagers in 1989, to insist on addressing these experiences. And it was only in 2015, twenty-five
years later, that an exhibition at the German National Museum of
History entitled ‘Alltag Einheit’ focused on East Germans’ experience
of having to adjust rapidly to an entirely different system. The daily
lives of East Germans changed dramatically in the wake of reunification. Three years after the GDR adopted the German Basic Law,
fewer than one in three workers still had their old jobs.
It is only with the benefit of hindsight that it becomes clear how
bumpy the path to inner unity has been, and how often it has led to
a dead end. Shortly afterwards, however, West Germany was also
subjected to far-reaching changes as the result of globalization, medialization, and digitization. To a certain extent, therefore, it is legitimate to speak of intertwined changes in a doubly divided history, in
which the neoliberal reconstruction of the socialist society after 1990
eventually led to analogous ‘co-transformations’ in the West.25 It was
only in East Germany, however, that language, values, and certainties
changed drastically and, along with them, people’s work lives, their
overall outlook, and familiar hierarchies and concepts. In a historically unprecedented way, the unification of Germany not only seized the
future of most East Germans, but also took hold of their past.
After 1989 ‘memory mania’, a strong desire to come to terms with
the past, quickly replaced the partial consensus on keeping silent
about the burdened past after 1945. It prevented any professional
continuity of the old GDR elite with an inexorable harshness that
contrasted strongly with the resolute reintegration of German postwar society. It is no coincidence that nothing undermined the repuVera Caroline Simon, ‘Tag der Deutschen Einheit: Festakt und Live-Übertragung im Wandel’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte, 33–34 (2015), 11–17, at 12.
25 Frank Bösch, ‘Geteilte Geschichte: Plädoyer für eine deutsch-deutsche Perspektive auf die deutsche Zeitgeschichte’, Zeithistorische Forschungen, 12/1
(2015), 98–114; Philipp Ther, Die neue Ordnung auf dem alten Kontinent: Eine
Geschichte des neoliberalen Europa (Frankfurt am Main, 2014), 97.
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tation of the Federal Commissioner for the Records of the State
Security Service of the former GDR as much as the fact that among
almost 2,000 people employed by his agency, forty-seven former
Stasi employees were still in their jobs as drivers or doormen in 2009.
From a socio-political and economic point of view, the result of
the German unification project is ambivalent, as is the scholarly verdict. Today, the infrastructure of Eastern Germany is generally
assessed as good. But its financial power is still lower and its unemployment rate higher than that of West Germany; in 2015 the East
had an unemployment rate of 9 per cent while in the West it was 5.7
per cent. And as far as the economy is concerned, companies tend to
use the five new federal states mainly as production sites and sales
territories while keeping their headquarters in the West.
The delegitimization of the SED dictatorship, the debate about
whether the GDR was an unjust state, a rogue state, and the public
equation of the Nazi regime with the SED regime were additional
factors that sustained cultural differences between East and West—
and probably even intensified them. Twenty-six years after the
peaceful revolution of 1989, many East Germans still feel like ‘second-class citizens’.26
Yet over the last ten years, conflicts about German unity have
become noticeably less intense. On earlier anniversaries, the public
and media discourse was dominated by the theme of how unification
had actually divided the country and failed. In the 1990s the key term
was Vereinigungskrise or ‘unification crisis’. On the fifteenth and
twentieth anniversaries, it was all about how the Treuhand had failed
and how the once promised ‘flourishing landscapes’ had become
abandoned landscapes: the emphasis was on division rather than on
unity, and unification was generally discussed as a burden and a nuisance. These times are apparently over. Unification has lost its
pathos, but also its potential to enrage. In 2015 we witnessed an increasingly pragmatic approach with the public discourse tending
more and more to accept a continuing ‘diversity in unity’. Scholars
would call this the ‘simultaneity of convergence and difference . . . in
the political and social culture’ of present-day Germany.27 Euphoria
26 Richard Schröder, ‘Versöhnung—mit wem? Warum die Linke nicht ausgegrenzt ist’, Der Spiegel, 9 Nov. 2009.
27 Everhard Holtmann and Tobias Jaeck, ‘Was denkt und meint das Volk?
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and disappointment team up in a pragmatic arrangement while the
term ‘unification crisis’ is viewed as an anachronism.28 In East Germany, trust in institutions and the overall acceptance of the political
system still clearly lag behind West German levels, but the former
gap in identification with the German system has become smaller
and smaller. In autumn 2014 ‘democracy as we find it in Germany’
had the support of 90 per cent of the population of Western Germany, and 72 per cent of that of Eastern Germany, that is, 31 per cent
more than in 1991.29 Today in both East and West, four out of five
Germans think that the advantages of German unification ‘all in all
. . . outweigh’ the disadvantages, and a vast majority of the East
German population confirms that they have personally benefited
from unification.30
Talking about the End while Facing a New Beginning

There is a third factor that detracts from the power of the myth of
German unity, and this is the historical burden that the history of
German unification bore. The conflict in Ukraine and the annexation
of Crimea by the Russian Federation brings us back to the question
of whether or not the West promised Moscow that NATO would not
expand eastwards during German unification and the Two Plus Four
talks. The Greek crisis has revived concerns about Germany becoming too strong again within Europe—the same concerns that in 1990
turned Margaret Thatcher, François Mitterand, and Giulio Andreotti
into firm but ultimately powerless opponents of German unification.
The radicalization of the right-wing populist party Alternative for
Germany (Alternative für Deutschland) is largely attributable to
strong East German support for a political leader from Saxony who
took over the party in the early summer of 2015, forcing the former
spokesman from the West to step down. In addition, the xenophobic
Deutschland im dritten Jahrzehnt der Einheit’, Aus Politik und Zeitgeschichte,
33–34 (2015), 35–45, at 36.
28 Jesse, ‘Ende’, 23.
29 Holtmann and Jaeck, ‘Was denkt und meint das Volk?’, 37.
30 The corresponding figures are 77 per cent of the East Germans against 62
per cent of the West Germans; ibid. 42.
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Pegida movement (Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of
the Occident), although it is an all-German phenomenon, is largely
supported by those in East Germany who are disappointed by
German unification. The movement does not stand for a cohesive
right-wing extremist ideology, but addresses diffuse feelings among
the lower middle classes—and they mostly attract people from the
rural regions of eastern Germany.
Frank Richter, director of the Saxon Regional Centre for Political
Education, has conveyed this diffuse feeling of always losing: ‘They
are dancing at the opera ball in Dresden. The wolves howl in the
Lausitz. Now we are going to the demo.’31 This gives expression to a
dissatisfaction specific to those East Germans who have still not come
to terms with the politically liberal state of things that assailed them
during German unification and made them feel emotionally alienated. Two hundred and fifteen out a total of 359 attacks on refugees
and their homes took place in the East; and although only 17 per cent
of recent acts of violence in Germany were xenophobic in nature, 60
per cent of these occurred in the East.32 ‘Dark Germany’ (to quote an
expression coined by the later Federal President Joachim Gauck) rears
its ugly head mainly in those places where people could not express
themselves freely in the public sphere before 1989, and where life was
not dominated by the culture of a civil society as it had developed in
the West. This came to the fore more assertively than anywhere else
in the context of the refugee wave in the summer of 2015, when cries
such as ‘We are the vermin’ in the ‘valley of the susceptible’ could be
heard in southern Saxony. The hateful graffiti daubed on refugee
accommodation and the arson attacks from Berlin to Dresden to
Usedom cannot be understood without looking at the history of the
division and re-unification of the two Germanys. Every day it
becomes more apparent that German reunification has not been the
crowning finale but rather the sinister beginning of a story that is still
unfolding, as the tragedy of the refugees stranded at the edge of
fortress Europe has taught us. ‘Strange as it may seem, the fall of the
31 Frank Richter, ‘Der Pegida-Komplex und die politische Kultur des Landes’,
<https://www.slpb.de/fileadmin/media/OnlineWissen/Texte/DH123_
Richter.pdf>, accessed 1 Sept. 2016.
32 Quoted from Florian Flade, Michael Ginsburg, and Karsten Kammholz,
‘Osten wehrt sich gegen Nazi-Image’, Welt am Sonntag, 30 Aug. 2015.
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Berlin Wall was not the beginning of unlimited freedom for Europe,
but introduced an era of fences’, as Der Tagesspiegel recently put it.33
Positive and Negative Memory

The last and most deeply rooted reason for the limited power of the
unity myth lies in the nature of German historical culture. The
German dominant culture of remembrance places less emphasis on
obligations arising from tradition than on the liberating break with it.
The German dialogue with the past has become cathartic and not
mimetic. Nowadays it thrives primarily on dissociation and overcoming, not on traditional obligations and the longing for continuity.
The lines involved are clearly drawn: they distinguish between the
Western culture of distancing oneself from the past and a culture of
affirmation as seen, for example, in Russia or Turkey. There commissions have been created to defend the imperialistic perception of history before Stalin, a fifty-six metre high bronze statue of Peter the
Great has been erected on the banks of the Moskva river, and criticism of the Armenian genocide or former complicity in the persecution of the Jews is considered an attack on national honour.
This way of dealing with the past, as critical as it is obsessive,
reveals a certain mindset: the more unpleasant the memory is, the
less it evokes pride in the past. The more intensely German memory
culture holds on to it, the more it generates shame and pain. Therefore it is not the heroes who are at the centre of our present historical
culture, but the victims. Our time is characterized not by proud narratives about unity and freedom, but by historical traumas suffered
by some and inflicted by others. The paradigm shift from historical
heroization to historical victimization is not, of course, only a German trend, but more generally an Occidental one. It is most understandable in the way that the Holocaust has become the key reference
point in Western self-understanding, at least since the famous
Holocaust conference in Stockholm. More than forty European countries took part in this conference, which laid the foundations for the
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance and for a pioneering
declaration which reads as follows: ‘The Holocaust (Shoah) funda33

Silviu Mihai, ‘Mauert sich Europa ein?’, Der Tagesspiegel, 30 Aug. 2015.
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mentally challenged the foundations of civilization. The unprecedented character of the Holocaust will always hold universal meaning.’34
Today’s predominantly victim-centred commemorative culture
has replaced the evocation of glory by dealing with historical guilt.
The associated shift from a mimetic culture of pride to a cathartic culture of coming to terms with the past makes it much more difficult
for the symbols of a glorious past than those of a dark past to come
to the fore in the public sphere. ‘Is it possible to exhibit freedom?’ asks
the Rastatt Memorial Centre, one of Germany’s key memory sites ‘for
the freedom movements in German history’, which was founded with
reference to the 1848 revolution.35 It is no coincidence that the planned
‘monument to freedom and unity’ that is to be erected at Berlin’s
Schlossfreiheit already has a very troubled history. After an unsuccessful first attempt, the Bundestag decided in 2007 that the monument would be inaugurated in 2014, on the twenty-fifth anniversary
of the Peaceful Revolution. It could not be completed on that symbolic date, however, for reasons that were more historical-political
than structural in nature.
The monument to unity, which resembles a giant see-saw (and is
known colloquially as the Einheitswippe), is mocked in public as ‘the
elephant of the nation’. It has been likened to a toy ‘that was desired
for a long time, but seen up close just in time’. The malice displayed
by the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung towards this ‘public entertainment installation’ symbolized the difficulty of strengthening public
awareness of the value of positive memory: ‘It does not rock, it does
not work.’36 The inauguration of the monument was therefore first
postponed until the twenty-fifth anniversary of German unity in
2015, and then obviously skipped again, as has become apparent.37
Declaration of the Stockholm International Forum on the Holocaust
<https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/about-us/stockholm-declaration>, accessed 1 Sept. 2016.
35 <http://www.bundesarchiv.de/imperia/md/content/dienstorte/rastatt
/lerngang_freiheit.pdf>, accessed 10 Apr. 2015.
36 Andreas Kilb, ‘Der Elefant der Nation: Das Einheitsdenkmal wird endgültig zur Farce’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 2 July 2014.
37 ‘It is still unclear when the planned monument to freedom and unity in
Berlin will be inaugurated. This was announced by the Senate Administration
34
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‘The see-saw is hanging in the balance’, taunted the same newspaper
again and suggested a radical solution: ‘It will be expensive, it gives
the wrong impression, and it has no facilities for wheelchair-users.
Would it not be better to stop the construction of the monument to
unity in Berlin?’38
As this example shows, the main reason for the weakness, even
failure, of a new German myth of unity and national pride is not the
critical objection of historiography, but the culture of commemoration of our post-national German nation. In an age of ever increasing
individualization and transnationalization, this has come to distrust
all collective symbols and no longer believes in the power of principles such as ‘Volk’ and ‘unity’. This scepticism goes hand in hand
with the state’s cautious approach to the anniversary of German unification in the first years after 1990, caused by clear concerns about a
new and perhaps somewhat gloating patriotism. With this in mind,
Federal President Roman Herzog warned his fellow countrymen in
1994 ‘not to our keep love for our country secret for a moment, but to
express it very quietly’.39 The leading German daily newspapers’
doubtful comments about the planned monument to unity point in
the same direction: ‘Big bowls, especially if one can read on them
“We are one people” or “We are the people” [the people par excellence, one could ask?], can evoke unpleasant memories of the fire
bowls at the Nazi Party’s rallies in Nuremberg.’40
The concept of a monument to unity has, in the meantime, been
cancelled. But even if it had been erected, it would not have testified
to the power of the unity myth; rather, its statement would have
turned into its opposite, as the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung had
already predicted during the debate about its plausibility: ‘There
may be a certain truth for particular periods included involuntarily
in the monument. At the same time, the whole monument with its
church congress-like anti-individualism shows the people up there
on Thursday.’ ‘Verzögerungen im Bau: Berliner Einheitsdenkmal kommt
später’, Der Tagesspiegel, 29 May 2015.
38 Niklas Maak, ‘Berliner Einheitsdenkmal: Die Wippe auf der Kippe’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 24 Aug. 2015.
39 Quoted from Simon, ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’, 12.
40 Niklas Maak, ‘Berliner Einheitsdenkmal: Die Wippe auf der Kippe’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 24 Aug. 2015.
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that they can only stand there because the mass is carrying them from
underneath. This is perhaps a realistic picture of the desperate aesthetic and political state of things in the Berlin republic.’41 This kind
of carping may sound ironic, but it exposes the core of our present
historical culture, which has bowed out of the idea of the nation, and
is now laying the foundations for future historical myths. These will
be shaped by the idea of having to come to terms with even the most
painful past, rather than by trying to glorify just parts of it.

41

Simon, ‘Tag der deutschen Einheit’, 12.
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